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III: Past Redemption

Dishonor will not trouble me, once I am dead. –Euripides

The breeze nipped Kitana’s face; it was too soon after dawn to hope for warmth. First Sun lurked below the horizon, casting spikes of light up the banded curve of the sky. It was a sunrise bards wrote home about, and beneath it, beneath her balcony, her troops were nearly done with their drills.

Kitana smiled. She had not miscalculated. These folk would follow her into hell. Why shouldn’t they? She was their savior, slayer of Shao Kahn, inheritor of Jerrod the valiant and Sindel the wise, darling of the royal family.

It was not such a poor trade, the truth for power.

She could make it rain.

Not yet. That would disturb them. It was all for them, this flurry of effort, this unseemly haste. They had brought it on themselves with their devotion to the soldiers’ god, War God, Arcantor, whose sign was the red moon. 
Kitana believed in nothing. Trusting gods was a fool’s errand. Trusting people was only slightly more stupid and a great deal more dangerous. But she knew—certainly better than her men!—that faith was a powerful motivator and strong weapon in the right hands.

She’d had faith in the Emperor for so long.

Wind raked in from the north, bitter with the threat of ice. It never rained in Outworld, but winter froze the land solid, arid and brittle. Winter killed the cacti and stunted brambles that grew in the Wastes, and that killed the ghrel—lizards the size of small horses that could eat anything—and the end of the ghrel brought the mutants out of hiding. It was the same every year.

Oh, but not this year. This year she was Empress, and now nothing would stand in her way. A ragged band of homicidal roughnecks would not stop her or her army. They were marching on Tantiss, and there, once she had what she sought, neither Baraka’s mutants nor Reptile’s agents would be any hindrance to her. Shinnok himself would not be able to defeat her then. So long as she got there first. 
She had been Queen before, sickened by her own treachery, plagued by grief and guilt over Liu Kang’s death. Even against Shao Kahn, whose every thought and word and deed were evil, betrayal was wrong. She should have succeeded without staining her hands, she should have been strong enough to protect Liu from anything, even Shinnok; what was one fallen Elder God to the Queen of the Realm? 

But she had not been pure enough. She had not been strong enough. Her kingdom was purchased with blood, that of her nemesis and that of her lover. In the end, it had been Shao Kahn’s death that made the difference. She had known his immortality would become hers. It was tournament law, the ancient, twisted Outworld rule: in blood she conquered, and in blood she was rewarded. All that Earth Realm nonsense as to whether or not her victory had been in single kombat had no bearing on the true laws.

She learned too late that the true laws also had darker stipulations. Kitana had expected to live forever. She had not expected to live forever without Liu. And she had not expected to live forever with her worst enemy’s powers eating away at her soul. She fought the vile spell with all her determination and bravery; her life depended on it.

She lasted two years.
She then torched her own bower and slaughtered two companies of her personal guard. It was an easy thing to cut men’s throats as they slept. It was soothing; the magic quieted a little with blood in the air, with turmoil and suffering nearby.

With that covered up, she divided her efforts between bolstering appearances—her people would not have willingly followed another dictator—and feeding the spell the bare minimum it required. She gave stirring speeches and showered gifts on her subjects, who had known only poverty before. She signed treaties and rewrote laws and preached equality for all; there was even talk, for a while, of giving mutants and women legislative clout. She was an exemplary Queen. 

She tortured kittens to death—her curse responded best to screaming and innocence—and wondered if immortals could die of shame.
Then Shinnok had resurfaced, and brought monsters with him: demons, of course, and specters who marched under Scorpion’s banner, and a few mutants. Kitana had returned in high style to save her people, armed with new and fearsome powers, with the higher, harder, stronger title of Empress. She allowed Shinnok’s forces to defeat hers, here and there; so long as they were in conflict, she had a perfect way to answer the demands of the spell, evil for evil, life for life.

If the balance involved was a touch precarious now and then, well. She’d weathered intrigue before—her sister’s constant attempts to kill her, Kahn’s endless spy details, the hundreds of rehearsed ‘training accidents’ she never should have survived. She had outdone, outwitted, and outlasted every challenge, and never before with as much power as she now had at her disposal.
Her ranks gleamed even in the blue shadows cast by the high courtyard wall, their armor clean and polished, lines in perfect order as they grappled and fought with imaginary opponents and with each other. Unarmed combat practice in light plate helped them learn to deal with the weight, refined their movements on horseback, and kept them from relying too much on their weapons or mounts.

Very soon they would be ready. They would march on the eve of the full moon with War God’s blessing, his shield leveled forward, protecting the whole sky. It was a strong omen to those with faith.
Kung Lao was already awake and had been for some time—his bed was empty and made, the sheets cold. He had been by her side since Liu’s death, even before Shinnok’s return. He accompanied her everywhere. He’d promised Liu Kang that he would, and Kung Lao took his word seriously.
A winter wedding would be best. There was no sense denying or delaying him. Either might compromise her position; gossip was the one great failing of the Edenian people. Half the countryside already thought the poor boy was her bed warmer. It would be best to shut them up, and there was no better way to do that than with a ceremony.

Yes. Victory and a wedding—that would be perfect. 

Happy people were easier to control.

“My Lady.” He always called her that, never any other title, and never with anything but respect. “Da Xia is waiting.”

“Good morning,” said Kitana, amused. “He can wait a bit longer. They all can.”

Kung Lao’s strong sense of duty was sometimes at odds with Edenian propriety. As the Empress it was her right to make them cool their heels, and they expected it. Rushing to greet her men would have put them ill at ease.

Kung Lao frowned. “They’ve been spotted just within the city limits.”

He had no great love for mutants.

“I know.” It was part of the annual pattern, almost a law of nature. “Da Xia was the one who suggested we wait for War God’s protection.” She grinned. “Have a little faith.”

Kung Lao rolled his eyes, but said nothing.

It was true. Kitana had left the mutants alone these past few months. They stole food, water, medicine—things her people had in abundance. The Nomads were pilfering thugs, but they didn’t bother with murder unless provoked.

Tantiss would provoke them. She was about to stick her face into a hornet’s nest. That was why she ignored them in the first place—she’d needed the extra time to gather her own forces. At present, Reptile controlled that city, and she needed it, and so did the mutants.

“My Lady.” He nodded. “With all due respect--”

“Ah!” she huffed, “that always means ‘no’. Speak, then, and refuse me.”

“I don’t like it,” he said, the line of his mouth hard under the shadow cast by his hat. “The monsters trust these signs, too. Your gods are fickle.”

Kitana smirked. 

“The two unconquerable forces of the Wasteland are sand and superstition. Come. Let us soothe my commander.” She stood and took his hand. “Then we’ll give the monsters something to fear.”


We can at least lacerate ourselves from time to time, which does liven things up a bit. –Einstein

What have I done?

Besides the obvious. There’s little or nothing enough I can do about it; wishing won’t put the water back in the well. It was fun, anyway. I’m still in languor, heavy-limbed from sleep and satisfaction. He’s got a smug grin on his face this morning, and lest it seem I took advantage, he’s the one still draped halfway across my body.
There are bruises all down my spine. That mark on my shoulder still bleeds, raw and aching where he kissed too deep. My right side is numb; he’s snoring softly there, head rolled back over the crook of my arm, hand splayed over my stomach.

I should probably leave, now, make a clean break for Tantiss with no questions asked. But I can’t report to Reptile without knowing what he wants; Tanya scotched that up, as usual, so I’ve nowhere else to go. I can either flee, and let Baraka’s men tear up the countryside while I return to Shinnok in failure and disgrace—only to be slain again—or I can remain here and gather the resolve to execute my lover before he guts me in my sleep.

Hells! He’s tried before to kill me in his sleep; a girl never forgets her first time. He’d forced me facedown into the mattress, and I’d pressed a dagger to him—idiots and housewives sleep without weapons—straining to slit his throat, kicking at everything I could reach. 

The steward knocked and spared us both, bringing a veneer of sanity along with our charts and orders and coffee. We laughed it off and sat down to breakfast over a municipal map of Capital. In those days all I worried about were bright-eyed rebels armed with honeyed promises from my sister and a few stolen catapults. Life was much simpler, then.
Assassins and soldiers are too much alike. Too many dead faces come to greet us every night.
I’ll never tell Baraka, but I’m always relieved to awaken first.


I should be stronger than this. I should know better. I could kill a man with a crook of my finger in the old days. Why can’t I do it now? This new body is a living engine of brutal physical power. I wouldn’t even need a weapon; I am one.

I can’t do it. I can’t do it with him smiling up at me like that, serene and vulnerable. Whatever he’s seeing must be far more pleasant than the waking world.

My weakness could prove my undoing. We shall see.

I ease my arm from beneath his, standing evenly on the floorboards to still their creaking. I gather such garments as I can grab without much movement or change in body pressure.

Sleeping soldiers are not to be messed with, and it gets worse further up the chain of command. The greenest of recruits knows or learns this in a hurry.

By the way, the legends are true. Nomads bathe, with soap and everything, but in their clothes. Evaporation is no one’s friend.

His basin is on the windowsill behind the screens, a bronze rectangle with a little dew in the bottom from the evening’s cold. It’s half-gone already, but I have enough for the water trick. It’s a simple thing, like a child’s game here in the Wastes—resting spark, a low charge, makes thermometers glow. It also makes water. Rather, it speeds up the process that makes the dew in the first place. 

That’s spark’s nature, to expand and gather power; it must be summoned with clear purpose. Calling too much too soon burns its wielder and vaporizes the water. It only works with metal, and best with bronze. Spark won’t come to earthenware--it spits and snarls against glass, offended by the irregular liquid workmanship.

I’m sure human science has more impressive explanations. I needn’t any.

The water gathers in dribs and drabs, singing a little on its way down the pan. I tense every time it splashes, but he hasn’t stirred. It would take him a moment to cross the floor, anyway. He’s stronger, but I’m faster, and that’s enough to keep me safe. It has to be.

He’s not nearly the problem my sister is. She’s out here, and awake. I felt as much when I opened my eyes, but she’s withdrawn, her soul clouded and closed to me. I get a vague sense of pleasure, of cold, precise pride in a task well done— I’m at a loss as to what she’d have to grin about this early in the morning, with her mate dead. But then, she’s never been very carnal; it’s an old and bitter sore point between us. 
I can just see the Tower from Baraka’s window, faint dark outlines. A human couldn’t manage it without a spyglass, and an Edenian would need to do some hard squinting. It’s rough for me as it is, in the growing brilliance. Second Sun will be up soon, and then it will be too bright to look out at all.

There are gaping wounds in the skyline I remember. The central spire and its outcroppings are all that remain: the seigeworks, the barracks, the front courtyard, and maybe—my eyes burn from the strain—it looks like most of the outer gate is intact.
I wonder where she’s headed.

It can’t save Nomad society, this little water trick. It takes such effort for nothing—my hands sweat and ache, just from this—and I can’t make more water than I could drink in a day.

We’re only able to wash most mornings because we all direct the spark together, with Telsor supervising. Edenian soldiers would doubtless refuse to scrub in a horse trough, but it’s a large metal-coated surface, and no four-footed beast has come to drink there in ages. It’s easier to hold down evaporation, too, when several people retain and channel the spark.

There’s one cake of soap and no towels for a dozen men and myself. Palace officers would faint at the notion. Hence, Ismar once told me with a smirk, why Edenian soldiers often smell like their mounts.

I don’t mind Baraka’s scent and would rather keep it on—we’ve been so long apart! But orders are orders, and teasing here involves blackened eyes and loosened teeth. I don’t need inciting a riot on my lackluster discipline record.

It startles me, sometimes, how natural this new identity feels. 
The water is colder than death’s left hand and vanishes off my skin almost as fast as I lay it on. I clench my teeth to keep them from chattering and get the soap everywhere it needs to be—this bar was stolen, or looted from somewhere. It’s too finely milled not to have been. It’s cloying, clinging, harder to rinse off than the glorified charcoal the enlisted scrub with. Damnable officer junk! At this rate, I’ll wake him for sure, or I’ll run out of water, or both, and show up for training late, reeking of sex and floral soap.

I lose several minutes of my life in a heartbeat when his palms cover my eyes. I didn’t hear him or see him; I can’t scream. I can’t even breathe.

“Come now,” he says, voice thick with sleep and amusement. He’s warm, dry, and as naked as I am. “Guess who?”

“Not funny,” I growl, shivering. I tell myself it’s from the cold. “Let go, Baraka.”

“Sure, as y’like,” he says, hands drifting to my shoulders, not touching the imprints of his kiss. His breath is hot on my ear. “Good morning.”

I purr for him, friendly but noncommittal, and force him to back off by rinsing. The scarred white floorboards absorb moisture even faster than the air. My feet are like ice.

“Judgment’s guts,” I stammer. My lips must be blue. No wonder we usually bathe outside, in the sun. “Don’t do that.”

He makes a rueful sound that could mean anything, or nothing.
 

“It’s this you’re seeking, maybe?” Baraka’s grin is deviltry from start to finish as he holds out a towel.

It’s coarse and pasteboard stiff from hanging on a line. It sticks now and then, scouring over healing welts, but it’s clean and dry and warm.
“Thanks, handsome.” That could sound sexy, if it weren’t just a gasp of relief.

“Anytime,” he says. “Speaking of, you’re to running behind. Telsor’ll be pissed.”

I shrug and pull my shirt over my head in the same motion, passing the towel back to him. It’s barely damp; even the air here is starved for water.
 
“That’s what I get for screwing the boss,” I say.
He blinks. “Being serious, I.” 
He edges past me, sniffing the soap as he wakes his own spark. It’s larger than mine, but lighter, brilliant water-blue instead of cobalt, and it wavers as he looks at me. 
I’m trying to ignore his naked throat, the raw white scars. Bone glints out between them, silvery and slick, like fresh burns or burst blisters. The hooks in his neck are ligament instead of bone, rippling as he breathes. They claw into his muscles to stay anchored. How can he stand it?

“So was I.”

“Today’s chen’gatesh,” he says, frowning. “You’re knowing that.” 

“Of course.” 
Drills without blades: Telsor’s only been harping on it for a week. He starts with my shift, but we’re not due out until just after Second Sun skims past noon. It’s our only reward for staying on the training field until well after dark.

“They started at dawn.”

All the air leaves my lungs at the same time. “What?”

Baraka nods. I can feel my eyes widening, fit to roll from their sockets, and make myself scowl to cover it.

“So that’s why Brin—“ 
I can’t finish, teeth clenched. I refuse to let a bony blonde waste of skin drive me to a temper tantrum. That’s why she wrapped me up like a package and shoved me across the threshold at him. She knew I would gulp down the bait and lick my chops after, smiling. 
And Koteth was in on it! He cut into me, set it up for her. Baraka did say that ginger lout was one more of his sources. I wonder if he knows just what kind of people he’s surrounded himself with.

I should talk.

“Ei.” The intrigues of females have always amused him. “Not complaining, I, mind you.”

“I’ll kill her.”

His smile vanishes. “We’re sparked. Kill her, kill me.”

What does that mean, sparked? That little witch. What exactly does that hocus pocus of hers do. 
I won’t be dissuaded. I’m no coward. “Right, then, maiming it is.”

“You’re splendid angry,” he says, shuddering; the water is so cold it steams as it leaves his skin. “Always were. Better if you’re going now. Sooner an’ not later, hey?”

I’ve a feeling he’s not just referring to the drills.
I waste a second—a handful of them—yanking my trouser laces into line. I really should acquire more practical clothes. I can’t afford them on a scrub’s wages. 
Alas, the tribulations of the female existence? Hardly. I can deal with inconvenience. Not with dismissal. Not with this look from him, this little twitch of shoulder as if to say he’s tired of me and I may go, about face, forward march.

Baraka has to face me; he walks right past me without looking, to get the outer collar off his desk--clever of him to put it up there. You’d think he’d rehearsed it. Maybe he did. That doesn’t matter. My own intentions were hardly pure.

 
He strains for non-expression as he forces the collar down over the barbs in his neck. The steel shrieks as it crumples inward and snaps to with a sharp, wet crunch. He sways slightly on his feet, gasping.
“I—” What can I say, what can I do about something like that?
“You’d better hurry,” he says.
“I love you,” I say, and mean it.

He stares at me, his smile tense in his bloodless face. “Be careful.”

The air is already sultry, thick with the scent of baking clay. The sand is hot, even through my boots. I’ve never envied First Flag their dawn marches into the sun. Second Flag, my group, also marches east, but in the afternoons—we cover the rear perimeter, coming as near the palace as we dare. Tantiss is five days’ ride from there, the far right center of what used to be Capital, and the outer edge of Reptile’s main holdings in Outworld. 

Second Flag’s not a bad group: me, Ismar, Koteth, and Armano, and ten fellows who were Rhin natives; they tend to stay together, off by themselves. Telsor leads. There are fifteen to a flag, what humans might call a squad. Nine and six—the Judge’s number, and that of Her aide, meant to bring us luck in battle, or at least keep us from dying early.

The ‘Yard’s awning snaps in the breeze, whipping on its moorings with a crack like thunder. It’s usually down by the time we run drills. It casts an orange shadow, a hard, hellish glow that makes the men beneath it seem to be on fire.

They’re paired off in a row. Koteth stands to one side, out of the game, covered in blood from the waist up and favoring his right leg. Telsor barks orders here and there; the breeze obscures his words. 

Their fighting cries are eerie, like trumpets melting. They shift formation at a snarl from him, and that’s when I see it: their wrists are lashed together with their belts, crossed left to right. It’s the same as I saw my first night here: no one can draw a sword.

I won’t run, and I refuse to hide. I march and try to cultivate an expression of sincerity—that’s proper form--but I won’t fawn or simper. I can’t imagine it would help.

Telsor coils under himself at the sight of me, head vertical like a threatened snake.

“Well,” he growls. “Look who was finally deciding to show up.”

“Sir.” I’m good at standing to attention, and am presently doing my very best job of it.

“Don’t ‘Sir’ me, Misset. Won’t help!” He bares his teeth. “Gimme pushups. Right now.” 

I do as he says.

His expression turns murderous as he looks past me; I inch backward despite myself. 

“Who the fuck told you sons of whores you could taking a rest? Move,” he snarls.

Armano and Ismar are first to comply, smirking as they pass. Armano makes sure to trip backward and skid into me, stomping down hard on my hand. He spits in my hair for good measure.

I will kill him. I will kill him slowly, and I will love every second of it. I’ll cut him into a hundred pieces, and I’ll start with his remaining eye. 
That’s if Telsor lets me live.

“Wonder where you were.” He squats to put his face level with mine, scowling. “With Prettyboy, maybe? Having man scent all over. Lousy job of scrubbing up.”

The flat of his hand cracks against my temple—my eyes water—and then he’s airborne, springing down on my shoulders with his full weight. I buckle, eating dirt. It’s like being branded, but I haven’t the breath to scream with; he knocked it out of me.

“Up with you,” he says, dragging me by the hair.  That affront to regulations is coming in handy for him now. “Nah, couldn’ be. He was on time. Someone rich? An officer, maybe. Well? Anythin’ to say for yerself?”

Oh, yes, plenty, Sir, but I know better. I concentrate on keeping my hands under me, on not flinching as pain lances up the stepped-on side, and push off. He hasn’t let go, leading me by the head like a horse.
It could be worse. He could have grabbed me by the nose.

“No, Sir. Eleven.”

Telsor leans; my spine crackles in protest as he shifts his weight to dig his heels in.

“No, Sir,” he mimics with a sneer, squalling like hinges in desperate need of oil as he tries for a soprano. “No, Sir, takin’ my post seriously, I. Never layin’ down on the job, I.”

“Never again, Sir,” I agree, hissing through my teeth. “Twelve.”

“Liar. Lightskirt,” he says, too calm. His arm is like a vise around my neck. “So who’s the lucky stud?”

“Sir.” It’s just a croak, a noise to answer the question. I’m starting to see spots. “Thir—thirteen, Sir.”

“Hang the Jury!” The oath is hardly out of his mouth before he’s on his feet—off my back—and running. “What I said, hey? Drills! Practice, asswipe! No gouging below the belt!”


I know better than to stop, look up, or even hesitate. “Fourteen.”

“Business is good?” drawls Koteth. “Sorry I was missing that.”

“Shut up, weakling. You’re out already…Fifteen—sixteen.” 

“He’ll be throwin’ me back in,” he says, “soon as Armano finishes cleanin’ the kid’s clock.”

“Really.” I’ve never cared less. I just want this over with.

Sand crackles down my eyelids; my eyes are streaming wet against my will, blood burning as it streaks through the filth caking my face. I know the others can see; three more battle pairs have waltzed over for a look, pretending their footwork brought them this way. I’ve done some fancy bending to keep their heels off my hands. They keep trying that, always the same hand, and I have to wonder what it means.

“We’re gonna change hands,” Koteth says. Not every trick of theirs is about signs and portents. Sometimes it’s practicality. He shrugs. “I’m not that bad hurt.”

“Shut your mouth,” snaps Telsor, “’Less you want to play, too.”

One day—some distant day, when his ire is focused elsewhere—I will ask how he manages to be in three places at once.


Koteth frowns. “Let her alone; Rygs was late, too, an’ hung over.”

“An’ he’s cleanin’ the shitters with his face! Don’t try me today.”

“Sore about yer cut, is that it?” Koteth leans forward. “She owe you three percent, like your niece?”

Telsor puts his foot down, growling; I sway with the effort of holding him up. 

“Kiss the sand, Prettyboy, or I’m cutting you somewhere that matters. Let’s go! Drop an’ hop.”

Koteth scatters a little sand as he wobbles into position, but he does what he’s told, hissing as the grit blows back into his face. He goes from an extended pushup into a straight lunge and back down again, shaking, teeth bared as he bleeds on the sand.


“What’s this make, Butch?” asks Telsor, stomping on my spine. He’s marching in place, and I’m his parade ground. “Twenty?”


“Twenty-three, Sir,” I manage. I tear a few fingernails clawing to stay upright, then drop my weight again. “Twenty-four.”

“Perfect. Keeping that up until I say different.”
(something has to happen here to link the incidents together)

This draws Armano’s attention. “An’ just how is Riselle this morning? Sir.”

There is suddenly something entirely more than my comeuppance at work here--Telsor’s angry enough to kill. He leaps from my back hard enough to give me whiplash, swords whistling as he brings them to bear.

“She’ll live. Shut up.” 

“Aww,” Pirate purses his face, his fangs wet. “Hurting your poor girlie, was I? Were you kissing her hand an’ making it all better?”

That girl, the one with the elbows! She’s Telsor’s niece?

“Pack it in, soldier, or I’ll snip it off.”

“Nah.” His smile’s ugly, a sneering ripple of lips and teeth. He lifts his chin, stands straight, and suddenly we’re all aware of the way he towers over Telsor, looming. He sheds his wrap, scalp and eye-socket bare to the heat. “Brin helped her real nice, I bet.”

(they tussle; not sure how this one ends.)
.:. .:. .:.

Dignity consists not in possessing honors, but in the consciousness that we deserve them. –Aristotle
.:. .:. .:.

Diary

.:. .:. .:.

Current events, first person

..:. .:. .:.

Current events, first person

.:. .:. .:.

Diary (About Shinnok and being resurrected GOES HERE OMG.)

.:. .:. .:.

The vaulted walls of Shinnok’s audience chamber radiated heat. Flames lashed up between the floor slates. From corridors on either side there came the sounds of suffering—wailing and jagged screams punctuated by the odd plea for mercy from the newer souls. Those who still had hope raised their voices. A few even prayed.
There were times it amused him. Right now was not one. Shinnok focused on the puddle of golden silk at his feet. It rippled with the effort of binding in the various excesses of this fool woman, worthless harlot that she was, and why he had ever thought giving her power would be a feasible, let alone good idea, presently escaped him.
It didn’t matter. He would have it all back, and soon, unless Tanya had anything worthwhile to offer him. Her skin was almost at the melting point.

“Rise.” He said this gently and without discernible malice.
Tanya shuddered, choking down tears now that she was free of the spell, and tried to stand. She fell twice, which proved very entertaining; former courtesans had such an extensive range of screams at their disposal. Tanya did not disappoint.

“Master, I--” It was the whining of a whipped dog; he was not in the mood.

He snapped his fingers. “Shh.” 

Judging from the frantic activity of her face, she was talking a mile a minute, or trying to. He heard only blessed silence. He tucked her chin to her chest with a flick of his hand, never touching. His dolls did what he wanted them to, simply by him wanting it.

Her range of motion was his to decide. He pulled her upright and crossed her ankles, as befit a lady. She had to shift her weight to keep her feet from disappearing. Her shins scraped open to the bone. She began to sob, shoulders bowed. Spots of moisture flecked the top of her gown.

He debated raising her head. She was always gaudy, a bit of costume jewelry for the arms of powerful and deeply stupid men. She was only beautiful when she wept. 

“I don’t want excuses, Tanya.” He sidestepped, avoiding the smeared ashes that had been her skirts. “I want results.”

She shuddered like a marionette in the grasp of a mad drunkard, her eyes gleaming with hate. He had not given her leave to move; he hadn’t thought she had the strength to resist him. She could learn new tricks after all. 
Shinnok clapped his hands, beaming. 
“Wonderful! Good girl! All right, then—speak!”

Tanya parted her jaws, inhaled, and began. She blubbered too much; he took her feelings with a snap of his fingers. The effect was immediate: She planted both feet flat on the floor and delivered her speech as ordered. 
“Now then,” he said, once she was done. “I want to be certain I understand you, Tanya.”

“Sire,” she said tonelessly, focused on nothing, awaiting his next directive.
“You followed Mileena. She entered Rhango. You were both at some dreadful inn smashing heads together shortly after that, correct?”

“Absolutely, Sire.”

“We’ll ignore for a moment how she located Baraka within a week, where Reptile’s agents—and yours—have failed so often. That was her purpose; I’m not blaming you.”

Tanya neither moved nor spoke. She could not blink unless he told her to. 

“Oh,” Shinnok sighed, with a flippant wave of his left hand. “Be afraid.” 

Tanya was afraid—she was terrified—but she wasn’t entirely to blame for this latest catastrophe; he’d said so.
“Now, here,” he said, “is what confounds me: you did not deliver her orders, nor did you deliver the timetable.” He frowned. “That was your purpose.”

“Master, I—they were--”

Shinnok advanced, eyes narrowed, so close she could see the veins in his skin like ink in chalk. His words were low and harsh between his teeth. 
“Your excuses bore me.” 

She could not move, but speech pushed itself through her vocal cords; she tasted blood. “Sire, please.”

“Silence!” Shinnok screamed. The room itself wavered at the sound. “If you value your life, if you have any sense at all, shut up.”

“You knew, Tanya, you knew that the Shadow Brethren must reach Outworld before that blasted red moon was full. I have one day to mount an offensive without word from my operative—who hasn’t the slightest clue she should even be sending it—and that is your fault. All of it.”

His hands clenched at his sides; she crumpled, nearly folded in half on the floor, shrieking. Tanya only stopped screaming long enough to choke down breath to start again. He had to shout to make himself heard as he jerked her to her feet once more.
 “Get out. I want you to think about what you’ve done.”

“No.” She staggered, sick with sudden understanding. Her punishment wasn’t over. “Please, don’t--”

“Go,” Shinnok thundered. “Go and stick your pretty little head in an oven!”

Crying, powerless, Tanya ran to obey.

.:. .:. .:.

Diary stuff goes here, TBD.

.:. .:. .:.
Brin’s asleep on her file-board and annoyed by the arrival of her guests. Koteth and Ismar; Ismar hurts his hand after all, but without Baraka in the scene, and it’s nothing life-threatening like I’d originally planned. Just something gross that’ll keep him fighting one-handed for a while, crippling without maiming.

.:. .:. .:.

Diary stuff is supposed to go here; TBD.

.:. .:. .:.

Current Events, third person: it could be this, it could be something else—check your scenery piles and pick an awesome one that moves the plot along.

.:. .:. .:.

“Yeah,” he said. “That one. Send her.”

Telsor’s eyes narrowed. “It will be dangerous.”

Baraka met his gaze, unblinking, and said nothing. The silence unwound between them. Neither one moved.

“Are you telling me,” he began, in cool, even tones that once made colonels leap to attention, “how to run this army?”

“Army, Sir?” Telsor glanced aside, but didn’t waver. “Three hundred ain’t an army. Ain’t even a battalion.”

“Good.” Baraka’s fangs glistened. “You’re still knowing the formations, then.”

Telsor’s hands bunched themselves into fists. He noticed and straightened them. His shoulders twitched.

“Your little back scratcher, Sir, is the worst soldier ever born.”

Baraka laughed. It felt like it would tear his guts open.

“Ei,” he managed, through whickering puffs of air, “but don’t tell her. She’ll rip off your face and wearing it for a hat.”

Telsor stared at him. Whatever Brin was giving the general for pain clearly worked. It worked very well. It also made him insane.

“Aliira,” said Baraka, “is a spy, yeah?” He breathed deeply twice, in and out, and made sure he was sitting very straight. 

He was sorry he had missed the spectacle of Mileena doing push ups. 

“Of course, yeah, Sir,” Telsor said, nettled and wide-eyed. “Been telling you that for a while.”

“So, letting her go and spy on someone else, then.” Baraka dropped both hands to the tabletop and stood. “Dismissed.”

.:.  .:. .:.

Current events, first person; could be this or some version of this; I have lots. XD

“Oh, yeah.” Telsor’s smile was all teeth. “Congratulations. Y’ volunteered yourself.”

What do I have to complain about? I need to confer with Reptile in Tantiss, and soon. Master Shinnok’s patience is much like his sense of mercy--nonexistent. There goes the need for a story, for likely cover and a way to keep my old flame at arm’s length. My esteemed commander just did all the lying for me.

“Of course.” I bow Wasteland fashion, right forearm folded below a nod of respect. “Sir.”

.:. .:. .:.

Current events, first person

.:. .:. .:.

Current events, third person

.:. .:. .:.

Diary stuff; TBD.

THE END of THE PART. Fucking hell on a pogo stick.

Then everything else can happen as per usual, or with any surprises such as Kitana already being at Tantiss, and Mileena like, “Oh, fuck, she’s found a way to hide, to shield herself from me.” I should foreshadow that in somehow, which I’ll do either in the rewrite or as I have time.


Mileena relaxed against her lover's spine and felt nothing but a deep contentment, laced with a faint inescapable dread. There was no denying it; he'd killed her once before.
I’m going into town tomorrow. I’ve got leave, and they can’t keep me here. There are so many things I need to face--too many. Beginning with the fact that if I were to play the valiant hero, I’d be worse than useless the minute my Master arrived.

He’d say “hop on one foot”, and I’d not be able to refuse him. Then it would be, “kill them all”, and naturally I would. Either would matter equally to him. Both might bring him some amusement. 

 Then there’s that witch and her attendants--cadets she’s been training. I don’t care how valuable that healing trick of hers is. Baraka ought to have a spy-detail on her, instead of me. She’s probably teaching the wet-noses voodoo or something. It would fit right in with those needles she’s got. Accupuncture, she calls it. Sure it is. Some branch of it designed for mind control, maybe. 

You take me far too seriously, you know. There’s a thing called sarcasm. Permit me to indulge it now and then, will you? One does one’s best to avoid being boring.

(this doesn’t even need to BE here! We don’t have to see Brin right away. In fact, it’s probably better if we hop right to training and such. Move time forward a bit. She can mention that she feels ill and wishes they hadn’t had breakfast or whatever.) 

Still smiling, Brin opened her eyes and ambled off in the direction of the kitchen. He was hungry, after all.

*
*
*

The sham common room had different levels of realism throughout the day. There was none at all, now-furniture was piled high across the longest wall, barring the windows, which were shuttered tight. Long streaks of red and yellow sand criss-crossed the floor, bright colors glaring out against the dull orange dirt. They were place markers for drills and exercises. All sorts of prints were scuffed and gouged through the marks, dents left by fists or feet or blades, depending on the maneuver.

Telsor studied the controlled chaos with a sharp nod. These louts were getting better. Back-talk was down to a minimum, and they followed the lines, more often than not. Sure, they missed here and there, but nothing that would get anyone killed. Lose a limb, maybe, or an ear or an eye, but not a life.

As he watched, twenty of them went through the sequence again. Strike, step, feint, drop, turn, repeat, reverse, and end on the starting position. Their motions were much tighter than they had been-all those pushups came in handy. More importantly, they were all moving at the same time, as one, and they kept their guard hands up most of the time.

For a set of has-been street toughs, they were doing an incredible job. He’d stepped up the timetable, from eight weeks to four, and so far they were keeping up. He knew, though, when it was too much.

From the looks of it, they were approaching that point. Even Koteth, who had a few years of older muscle-work to rely on, was reddening from exertion in the heat. There was always that, the damned heat, even indoors. Hell, being inside just made it worse because there was no breeze. Prettyboy’s breath was coming quick and sharp through his teeth as he turned, kicked, and resumed another, more complicated exercise. The others were nowhere near up to Smashing Trees, yet-it had a lot of legwork, and this was a damned uncoordinated bunch.

His best student was faltering under pressure. That was his cue to put an end to it, before they all dropped flat.

“Break,” barked Telsor.

The effect was immediate. A huge, collective sigh rose up, followed by a murmur that grew to a dull roar as everyone broke formation, met up with their usual associates, and began bitching about their day--all at once.

They were even starting to complain in unison. Telsor rubbed at his eyebrows, fighting the headache pressing down across his forehead. Maybe he was doing his job too well.

In any case, they could all afford to relax. The Seconds hadn’t yet come in from the corral, where Orellis had taken over Brin’s lecture for the day. The Thirds were jogging their way back into the city about now. First Unit, his unit, were done for their shift--they’d take up some work with spark in a few hours.

Koteth and Armano were off in one corner, talking with Ernesh’t, a new addition to their shift, just upped from Second Unit. Aliira usually stood nearby. She never missed a chance to fight with Armano. Their private war was anything but. He wanted blood for Tharn’s death, and she wanted “his ugly half-eyed head” on a plate. The two of them should have been fighting like a pair of ghrrel with sore teeth.

“ ‘Extra practice’, my left eye,” Telsor mumbled. Aliira’d use anything as an excuse.

Normally. But Aliira wasn’t here. She hadn’t shown up for calisthenics, spark conduction, or advanced personal combat. While it was good that she wasn’t making extra trouble, the rumors were starting to fly.

None of them were crazier than Ismar’s.

“Tellin’ you,” said Ismar firmly, “she’s with Baraka. Judge’s own truth. May She boil my guts if I’m lyin’. Which I’m not.”

Telsor snorted. “Sure you’re not. Listen, rookie, I dunno which end of the pipe you’re smoking, and I’m not one to care.” He folded his arms across his chest, scratching absently where one of his half-claws had begun to itch. “But if you think y’can just shovel that sorta shit in my face anytime you like-“

The threat died on his tongue. 

Baraka had been a general in the old kingdom, and he wore that expression now, level and cold. He crossed the floor with an even, hard stride that meant business. The females on his left and right dimly registered as Brin and-Aliira?

No. Mileena. The Lady Mileena. It was all outlined in the reports Telsor had read. Her rebirth under Shinnok, and the shakedown they’d all assumed would take place. The schemes of that weakling skirt with the hot body in yellow. Earth’s regent. He couldn’t remember her name, but she had something to do with it, too. Something about stirring up an army. Or trying to. She’d had two kinds of luck: slim and none. Mileena was part of that effort, and it was pretty obvious which part from the way her fingers rested on Baraka’s elbow.

Telsor didn’t know what she needed warriors for, and he didn’t care. They’d all be neck deep in it anyway, when the time came. All the signs were pointing to something big and ominous and shifty. He’d have his crew ready for whatever that was going to be. He’d pushed the espionage bits aside to focus on training and the survival of his team. You couldn’t eat a rumor, and classified information did nothing to curb thirst or fatigue. Besides, spy games had a way of getting people killed. Telsor wasn’t one to send men to die chasing false leads. 

Only they weren’t false. They weren’t false at all. And Telsor had flat out ignored most of them. He figured he’d be very lucky to take over supply detail, once Baraka got through with him.

“Told you so,” smirked Ismar. “Sir.”

Telsor promised himself he’d take a crack at the young cadet once this was over. If he still had the rank left to do it with. He could feel that his mouth was open. He couldn’t seem to remember how to close it.

“Busy catchin’ flies, I see,” said Baraka with a grin. “Keep up the good work, yeah?”

That was it. That was all he said. Not an order, not an insult, not a dressing down. Just a casual hello. 

Telsor coughed. He was vaguely aware of a stirring at the sides of his vision. His troops, his soldiers, were snapping into rank and file without a word or gesture from him. Which was good. He didn’t think he could make himself say anything.

“Sir?” His own voice startled him; he shook himself a little and bowed without thinking about it. “To what we’re owing this honor?”

“Could say I’ve the sense knocked into me,” Baraka said. His friendly demeanor never touched his eyes. They were deep, so brown they looked black, and winter lived in them as he surveyed the ranks.

“Knocked up, he means.” That was Armano, chin raised, good eye narrowed in Mileena’s direction. 

Air hissed through Brin’s teeth. It was the same as a scream in the sudden quiet. Mileena was louder about it, a growl rumbling around in her throat before showing up on her face as a snarl of contempt. Armano smiled at her, and only Brin’s swift grip on Mileena’s fists kept that smile on his face. After a moment, the girls both stood down, Mileena looking extra disgusted as she shook the pain out of her hands.

Baraka moved forward with even, casual steps. Taking his time, as if he hadn’t a care in the world. His expression was neutral, almost blank. His hands stayed relaxed and loose. Only the tips of his ears gave him away, trembling with tension.

He clapped a hand on Armano’s shoulder and laughed. He made sure the sound carried through the room. Everyone heard, everyone noticed how easygoing their leader was. Baraka stepped closer, all smiles, and clawed his fingers inward. Only Armano could see the general’s face, and Armano had gone dead pale. He grinned, wide and shaky, nodding fervently in time with the low rumble of Baraka’s words, too soft for the others to hear.

“Maybe so,” Baraka said, good and loud for the benefit of his audience. He chuckled a little, didn’t linger on it, and didn’t bother looking back as he paced away.

Armano let out the biggest sigh of his life, a quick, shaky explosion of air, and tried not to rub his shoulder. 

“What’re you gaspin’ at?” growled Telsor. “Just ‘cause the boss man got a sense of humor doesn’t mean I do. You keep forgettin’ that. Stall duty might remind you, hey?”

That was a euphemism for a hard beating out in the yard under the hot sun. Harsh for the gesture, maybe, but Armano was getting damned uppity. He kept poking his head in the listk’-hive and expecting not to get stung. That kind of bullheaded nonsense would see him gutted on the battlefield, right quick. And with that none too far away, it was important that he learn different. Even if that meant using pain to fix the lesson in him.

Which was odd, and unfortunate. He’d been a promising sort. There was once talk around the officers’ table of getting him a strategic position. But not now. Now, he was a loose cannon, and moreseo since Aliira had been inducted. Perhaps it was Tharn’s death. Whatever the reason, the few good bits of Armano were coming unglued in a hurry. 

“Assumin’ that’s in accordance with yer own judgment, Sir,” said Telsor after a moment.

Baraka looked straight back at him and did not blink.

“Not undermining your authority,” he said. “Do as you see fit.”

*
*
*

Shining heat of the field was familiar, something to fall back on, but there are tense and excited murmurs, whispers; they know I’m their beloved General’s bit of fluff, and now how shall they treat me? Koteth in particular refuses to look me in the eyes.

“This changes nothing!” barked Telsor. “You all work for me!”

(a bit more about spark; something about how he’s teaching them the extent of a focus and its destructive potential.)

“Not bad,” says Telsor. He has no way of knowing my improved aim has to do with imagining Tanya standing there. Given that he made a similar recommendation to Koteth, I doubt he cares.

“Thank you, sir.” I bring my forearm in front of my chest, hold the posture exactly two heartbeats, and drop it without touching: a gesture of respect.

“For what?” he sounds genuinely surprised. “Hells, girlie, that asshole was right. Posts don’t hit you back.”

“Unless someone’s swinging them at you.”

“Look, darkhair.” He tilts his head and swiftly changes the subject. “I know it’s you’re the reason we’ve got our leader back. After a fashion.”

“Sir.” I have nothing else to say.

“I also know yer not sittin’ well with him at the moment. How’d you like to get out of here for a few days?”

“I’ve already got some leave,” I say. “Saved mine up. Didn’t need it for anything.” 

I don’t add how much I want it now, to get away from the stares and the rumors.

“Well, I got a use for it,” he says. “Suppose you’re going somewhere. Town, maybe? Civilization, yeah?”

“Where’s that?”

“Oh, I dunno,” he says, deliberately offhand. “Someplace like, say, Tantiss.”

The very town mentioned in Reptile’s letter.

“Suppose so,” I say, and it’s my turn to be casual. “What would I be doin’ in Tantiss?”

“Checking things out. Telling me all about the, how I’m putting this, local color. What’s it like?”

“Go on.”

(Ismar’s injured hand.)


He screamed. He screamed and kept screaming, one long hard note.

(Further: Telsor will blame himself. Baraka will definitely be pissed. His flaw? A serious lackage of temper control. Baraka and Telsor get into a brief, widely-noticed fight. That is how we’re introduced to Orellis, on loan from Havreskun’s team. Narchetra, Kobaal, Orellis, Trask, and a set of partridges in a pear tree. They’re body-fodder and will most likely all die. I still need to set them up; they’re rather deus ex machina at this point, but they’re mainly here for the Tantiss arc in these acts anyway.)

 “I can’t do anything about this now. I needed you where you were and you made hash of that.”

Fight still needs to be written; Orellis needs a visual concept and introduction-how to make him look different from my other mutants? Tattoos, perhaps, scrawled on his temples Maori style, like all the rest of East Contingent.

*
*
*

I’m going into town tomorrow. I’ve got leave, and they can’t keep me here. There are so many things I need to face--too many. Beginning with the fact that if I were to play the valiant hero, I’d be worse than useless the minute my Master arrived.

He’d say “hop on one foot”, and I’d not be able to refuse him. Then it would be, “kill them all”, and naturally I would. Either would matter equally to him. Both might bring him some amusement. 

 Then there’s that witch and her attendants--cadets she’s been training. I don’t care how valuable that healing trick of hers is. Baraka ought to have a spy-detail on her, instead of me. She’s probably teaching the wet-noses voodoo or something. It would fit right in with those needles she’s got. Accupuncture, she calls it. Sure it is. Some branch of it designed for mind control, maybe. 

You take me far too seriously, you know. There’s a thing called sarcasm. Permit me to indulge it now and then, will you? One does one’s best to avoid being boring.

*
*
*

Brin pressures Mileena, (seen, of course, from Mileena’s filter since I’ve been hopping all the hell over the place with the viewpoints…) and it backfires.

It gets her and Baraka arguing. True to romance novel formula, this is separation number two. (Her death was the first.) They have one more, and then they can be together forever at the end of the book.

Which is perfect with the Orellis bit, because now Mileena can be angry that Baraka’s had an entire sub-army, a squad or battalion or something, in So’Rhin, a borrough flanking Tantiss from another angle, and never said a word to her. And he’ll still be pissed at Telsor, maybe Orellis too for blowing his backup plan, and they’ll really, really have it out before she abruptly leaves for Tantiss.)

Something to build on it: they’re having those discussions, and it’s the beginning of Mileena’s attitude that, “Sorry, Telsor’s got this assignment for me, hate to tie up the time of the valuable General Baraka.”


*
*
*

Baraka then learns of Brin’s meddling…OH MY GOD this is perfect!

Baraka learns about it via Ismar, who had to have his hand fixed by her and thus he’s been watching her with Armano over the last two weeks! I should definitely “show” that as another scene!

, and her force-bond with Armano. Boy argues with othergirl, as follows:

(Note: his foreknowledge of her force-bond with Armano should be acknowledged here and indeed throughout the part.)

Baraka wished he were dead. But it was a thing he wished often enough.

"Hers, isn't it?" Brin's voice never wavered. Her hand didn't tremble when she touched his face, though the contact was like a hard slap for them both. "That'd be quite a scar." Her fingers scoured over him, obliterating the evidence of Mileena’s teeth in his flesh, closing and smoothing the skin. "Likes her kissing hard, doesn't she?"

"Damn you," he said flatly.

"Oh, you’re a prince,” she said. “That’s the thanks I get? Hells, no wonder she split. You're crazy, yeah? All sadness and mope and look, I killed my love!" She sprang across the desk and screamed in his face, a clarion trumpet from hell. "She isn't dead anymore!" Brin's knuckles were white atop his. "And neither are you!"

"What?" She flinched when he tore his hands free. "What did you expect?” It started out a question, grew into a snarl, and ended in a roar to rival hers. "What do you want from me?" Papers, inkwell, the damned pen--all of it went flying with a sweep of his hand. All well wide of their mark. He was too angry to even hit her properly.

She twitched; her shoulders jerked once.

"For it to get better," she said. Her voice was small between her hands, clenched over her face.

She was crying.

And he wasn't falling for it ever again. He'd bought that act once, twice, a million times. Hadn't Mileena used it on him? His bones started to ache.

"For me to get better, you mean," he hissed, biting the words off. "Always about that, isn't it.” He paced beside the desk, keeping it between them. “Responsibility. Obligation."

Brin said nothing. She just stood there and swayed a little on her feet. Somehow, that made him angrier.

“And you. No feelings at all, hey?” he growled. “Nothing. Always numb.”

He slammed his hand on the desk, good and hard. The veneer splintered open and wedged most of itself in his hand. He smiled and turned his palm over. He held it to her, ends out, daring her to look.

The blood welled up, pushing against the splinters, pooling in his palm.

"Feel that," he snarled, knowing she did. "That’s for what remains. That’s for what you’re to making of Baraka the General."

Brin’s hands came down, shaking, and made fists at her sides. 

"Stop it," she said. "Please."

He drew one breath, then another. The staples squeezed and clawed at him. The air burned when it left his lungs.

"Get," he said, "the hell out of my office."




*
*
*

It’s a familiar, warm smell that I grew accustomed to over the last tournament. Moderate and salty, with the slight acrid tang of fear. 

He’s human. They sent a human scout.

He’s bleeding. My hands flex involuntarily. My mouth waters, even though we don’t eat people. We haven’t for countless ages. For one thing, they don’t taste very good. But that doesn’t matter. It’s been forever since I ate last, and he’s so small and alone, wounded, and we’re so many, endless ranks of steel and strength. Everything in my body is screaming, demanding action. Action it would be so easy to take.

His effect on my companions is much the same. Koteth is poised beside me, making not a sound as he breathes in this human, mouth open slightly to get the taste across the back of his tongue. Telsor lets out a whistle of breath; there’s a series of sharp, ringing snaps as he clenches his fists, cracking the knuckles. Straining for control.

“You’re all under arrest.” His voice nearly cracks on the last word. There’s nothing the least bit convincing about this man. He’s quivering so hard he can barely stand. His blood slithers down his arm and makes ruby imprints in the sand.

Koteth stiffens beside me. There’s a cough from somewhere behind us, a sharp bark of air that sends a jolt through the ranks. We’re poised to strike. The look on that fellow’s face says he knows it, too.

I’m beginning to understand why our race relations are less than perfect.

“Put--put your hands where I can see them.” It’s nearly a whisper, and there are tears in the corners of his eyes.

“Certainly,” rumbles Lara. She’s been easing closer all the time, grinning big as life; she’s got long legs and a longer reach. She’s almost on top of him before he can even step back.

She throws her hands up in surrender and just as quickly makes a grab for his throat. His legs go straight out from under him. “How’s that?”

He kicks the air, swinging wildly, almost folding in half trying to hit her as he gargles out some words in whatever language was that of his homeland. 

Lara smiles and shakes him a little. “Sorry, officer. I don’t like to chat over dinner.”

It takes her a moment. He screams exactly once; she didn’t have the right grip. There’s a hard, low snapping sound from just behind her wrist. He spasms, hard, and goes limp. She half-drops him, kicking him away from her, almost clean across the field. 

She dives ahead with a snarl, leaping after the body—there’s a mounting roar like the world ending, a long loud shriek of metal unbound, and I run with them to keep from being crushed. The hell with formation. 

I’m not going hungry again.

*
*
*

Baraka would never understand why all his foes insisted on running. Running from predators just made them anxious to chase. His crew was twitchy enough for a bit of decent meat--fleeing before them amounted to a fancy kind of suicide.

It shouldn’t have been this way. It could have all been prevented. If the Empress hadn’t gone mad with grief and hate, clutching her father’s old power, they might not need to stalk and steal. She refused to recognize Baraka’s position, the slim status he’d nearly killed himself for. She’d chased him out of the hall, hands ablaze with killing fire as she spat curses at his back. 

Baraka started the game with nothing, and ended it the same way. Without even that miserable pension. Not that it had been enough to survive on to begin with, but it had been useful. He used to split it a dozen ways and give it over to the settlements. Yes, it was bribery-Edenians understood money, if nothing else-but it also meant food and water for the townspeople. People he’d thought he was in good standing with. People he’d hoped would come to his aid, now that he needed it.

Gel Hallen had been a town full of such people. Gel Hallen had been worse than a disaster. The mayor or magistrate or whatever it was the little fool called himself had tried to deliver them to Shinnok’s shadow monks. 

They’d escaped, but only just, and they desperately needed supplies. Buying them was not an option. Bankers had their hired muscle throw them out before hearing a word. Merchants slammed doors in their faces. Chemists and barkeeps fled the sight of them. 

They couldn’t trade, work, or live among the lawful citizens. So they didn’t. It hurt their standing, ruined the shreds of reputation they’d once had. It was also their only hope of survival. Of course, Baraka wished it were otherwise. 

But it was not.

*
*
*

Kara staggered, dazed, swiping her eyes clean with the palm of her hand.

The armored men on horseback flying the pennants and standards of the Empress were still there.

“Oh,” she groaned, choking on a mouthful of her own blood. “Oh, shit.”

*
*
*

(And then…)

I twisted out from under the fellow I was grappling with, swung my sword backward across his neck, and kicked him out of the way. Armano was simply standing there, smiling. No, he was absolutely beaming. He looked like a child whose winterfeast gift had come early.

He was the first to say it, but it wasn’t long before the cry went up: “Reinforcements!”

*
*
*

(Aftermath stuff!)


“Easy, there. Brin wants a look at these ’fore too many are gone.”

“Mind yer own, hey?” He chuckled. “This’n can get through life fine with one arm.”

Ismar swallowed hard, both because the comment sent chills down his spine and because he was hungry. It amazed him that folk who smelled so bad in their skins could smell so much better split open.

“Watch yourself,” he managed. “She might come after you.”

Trask growled something indistinct into the shoulder of his catch, gave Ismar a particularly nasty grin, and took a bite.

The pale thing in Trask’s arms writhed. Its eyes were huge and they shone with tears. And then it opened its mouth and screamed. Real words, in his own language.

 “Help me!”

Ismar lurched backwards. “You killed my little sister. People just like you.” 

It didn’t sound as strong as he’d thought it would. Not with that fellow’s pleas cutting the air, words tortured out of shape into wavering, animal howls of pain. Ismar clenched his fists to keep from covering his ears against the screaming as he walked away.

Havreshkun had been right about one thing: East Contingent did do things differently.


*
*
*

Brin stiffened, absorbed in the confusion and fear. She did her best to ignore it, to discount the copper allure of blood. She had to keep a clear head, to think straight. She was seeking a different scent altogether. It was bitter and cloying, too sweet, with the solid tones of bark or wood, the stink of incense that only burned at one temple to one particular god. She’d washed it from Baraka’s skin, burned it out of his clothing. That smell was etched into her brain. 

It was coming from one of this unconscious rabble, fewer than two dozen soldiers. Hostages were the best bet when dealing with Edenians. They had bizarre notions; they believed one life was worth more than ten. 

“Ma’am?” Ismar looked up as rushed past, eyes widening at her intense expression.

She was hunting something. He hoped it would be something tasty. And safe. He wasn’t sure he could make himself eat an Edenian right now. She’d box his ears ‘til they bled if he tried to go after these, in any case.

“These prisoners,” Brin said, with a soft growl of uncertainty. She grabbed one and pressed her nose in his scalp. She flung him aside after a moment and tried another. And another. She neared the bottom of the pile, kicking them harder with each failed attempt, when suddenly she froze. Her hands trembled against a dark Mandarin collar. 

“Ma’am?” Ismar repeated. There was a long pause, broken only by the sound of Brin sniffing. Her eyes gleamed. 

“This one,” she said, grinning. “Judge’s been listening to me, I think. You busy, trooper?”

“Tending the sheep,” said Ismar, unable to hide his disgust.

“What they’re gonna do?” She smirked. “Flee for their lives?”

If they ran, they were fair game. Escape attempts topped the list of reasons for which prisoners would be slain, alongside assault and use of magic. Not that it mattered. Most of them were out cold. It was easier to move a dead weight, one that didn’t struggle and spout curses and weep when you poked it.

“I guess not,” he said with a shrug. Anything to get away from the bodies. “What you want me for, hey?”

“Thought you were busy,” she said, nudging the pile with her foot.

“If they run, they run.” 

Ismar hoped some would try. He didn’t have to eat them. Stabbing them would kill them just as well.

“Well, now I’m needing you to run,” said Brin. “Get Baraka’s attention.”

“An’ what should I say?” 

“Tell him--” her eyes sparkled above a smile so large it threatened to pop loose from her face, “telling him I’ve a gift for him and his lady.”

*
*
*

Obviously, some stuff needs to happen between here and the meeting with Kitana. More mutant reactions, maybe. Cleanup. Triage. Orellis, maybe, assuming he lives. Telsor and Ismar and Koteth and the Twins.



*
*
*

Brin and Baraka and Mileena, all weary from the fight, marched off to Kitana’s place. Brin’s involvement will be a little different, as she’s a healer; perhaps they’re all under the double white tents filled with far too many bodies, too many wounded.

HERE can be where Armano is caught helping; her henchman is not entirely without some mercy and goodness of his own.

“I’m a right selfish bastard, I’m to givin’ ya that, but I wouldn’ be here if I didn’t to thinking we were after the right things, yeah?” he said with a shrug. “Hells! Ain’t one o’ them.” He leaned down and spit on the head of a nearby prisoner.

….Yet, as we can see, same ol’ Armano under there.

Remember, Kung Lao is Kitana’s new bed-warmer.



*
*
*

Baraka: "I've told you." He bit off every word. "It. Was. Not. Personal."

Kung Lao smirked. "Shao Kahn made me do it."

Kitana jerked in her seat, lips pressed tightly together.

Baraka: "Well, he did! I'd liked to see you try and standing up to him, scrawny!"

Kitana: Please.

“He's never knowing thirst, hunger, fear or pain. His living's been soft and easy. Only once were his family in danger, and he failed them spectacularly." Baraka took a deep breath and let it out, trembling with rage. "And he dares sneer at <i>me</i>, for my actions."

Kitana smirked. “You will be silent, Baraka v'ai Geldoren, or I’ll have your tongue for a belt.”

Baraka: *long, intense look*. Absolutely. I quite forgot myself. I apologize.

He bowed. He bent double until his forehead scraped the floor. 

Brin stared at him, open-mouthed.

Kitana *a little surprised*: Accepted. And you--" glaring coldly at Kung Lao, "are not to be at the next audience. Understood?")

The whole room was various shades of blue, unbroken by any other color. It was a world underwater, and it evoked powerful feelings, none of them pleasant. Drowning, constriction, suffocation. Death.

Baraka fidgeted on the edge of my vision. Brin stared straight ahead, blankly, refusing to focus on anything. There's nothing we need or fear more than water.

Kitana smiled, and her teeth were white behind her dark lips.

"Welcome, welcome my sister." She had out a fan, and swished it idly; it was massive and fragile, a dark lace plaything.   

She had a languid, hooded look I'd never seen before, secretive and sly. She blinked when she saw me. Her eyelids were powdered midnight blue, the lashes sleek and silver. It was my turn to blink--her lips were painted the same color.

How odd. She used to hate makeup.

It's discomfitting, to be standing in her presence. Power poured off her in waves, so strong that she gave off the sense of glowing faintly in the darkness. She was a shining, lethal creature at the bottom of the sea.

“Say something like that about her again,” snarled Baraka, “and I’ll snipping your tongue down the middle and tie the ends together.”

Kitana laughed in his face. "Charming as ever. Tell me again, dearest--how exactly did you find such a man?"

Mileena tensed. "The same way you found yours, darling."

Baraka affected wide-eyed bewilderment. "Y'mean he didn’t come with the house?"

The three of them jumped at a sudden sharp, high-pitched noise like falling glass. Baraka and Mileena just as quickly relaxed. It was only Brin.

"Judge's mercy, she's turnin' purple," she gasped, between peals of laughter. She punched Mileena on the arm in a sociable way. "What you figure an expression like that's worth, hey?"

"From her?" said Mileena softly. She gave a broad grin. "Priceless. Absolutely priceless."

"You test my patience," growled Kitana.

"Patience?" Brin murmured, incredulous. That was not what she was sensing through Mileena.

“A thousand apologies,” said Mileena dryly. “Your Highness.”

“Out with it!”

“We have some people of yours,” Baraka said. “Exactly twenty-five of them, in various stages of alive.” He grinned tightly. “We kept extras. You want ‘em back?”

“Hardly. Their service was disappointing at best.” Kitana sniffed in disdain and waved her fan. “You should have eaten them.”

“Some are White Lotus,” said Brin, smugly. “Like this fellow.” She stroked the side of his face; he twitched. “Rayden’s men.”

Kitana’s eyes narrowed. “You could have said so before.” 

Brin looked up from where she was tangling her fingers in his hair. “Do forgive me,” she said, batting her eyelashes. The undersides of her fingers were shocking white against his dark hair. “From now on, certain to speak without being asked.”

“I have a better idea. I’ll have your tongue branded if you say one more word.”

Brin paled. She bowed and gingerly stepped back, a huge blank smile fixed on her face as she released Kung Lao.

(Something about how she coaxes them to stay awhile, and offers them help. If you want water, food, medicine. Those aren’t appealing? Alright then. Power. Political clout. Unimaginable wealth. “Even,” she smiled sourly, “sugar for your gho’vii.”

“What do we have to give you?”

“My operatives, of course.”

“Don’t lie, princess,” said Mileena flatly. “You want something else.”

“Oh!” Kitana exclaimed, a sound shrill with false delight. “That marvelous bond of yours still works.” 

“It’s always worked.”

Kitana favored her sister with a long, intense look. Mileena returned it, her lips pulling back a little in a soft, involuntary snarl. Neither of them moved. A handful of moments passed, and nothing happened. They were a pair of scowling statues. They didn’t even seem to breathe.

Not so Brin. She trembled like a struck bell, and her palms left heavy red marks where they were jammed over her ears. Whatever she was trying to drown out wouldn’t go away.

The twins were fighting. Bitterly. He could actually feel a little of it. 

Kitana was first to break out in a sweat, but Mileena was first to speak.

“Would you,” she said stiffly, “be so good as to name the rest of your price?”

Kitana looked paler than ever under her heavy indigo makeup. Sweat glimmered on her forehead, and her throat rippled as she gulped down air. She laughed and clapped her hands.

“I did so hope you were going to ask that.”

END ACT ONE (?) a good possible spot for it.

*
*
*

Okay. They have Kitana’s hospitality. She wants them to protect her in the event of daddy dearest returning. Also because she likes power in general, and because 

“You’re such wonderfully ugly baubles. I might as well put you on the battlements instead of gargoyles.”

More Mileena-more of Baraka killing her. “It’s been one week in this place, this horrible dragon’s horde, watching my new face in the mirror across from my bed, feeling my sister skulk about in her own home, laughing to herself. I’m having the dreams again. But I don’t have to have them, I have something stronger now: memory. Actual memory. 

It must have happened here, in the palace. In the Tower, rather, but that’s gone. These apartments are all that’s left of the old structure. I think they were guest’s quarters, the ones that were never used. But it’s close enough.

I can still feel it, the sudden rush of heat and the impossibly cold touch of the steel. It shone. It burned going in. The pain clutched and spread as it went all the way through. There was a small tearing noise, the only sound when the tip burst free on the other side. That was when he stopped, and looked at me. He stared at me and his hand shook-nothing ever hurt so much-and he bled with the effort of trying to cry. His other arm caught me as I fell, but I hadn’t far to go. Was I lying down? I remember the ceiling just over his shoulder, just above his head, swaying in and out of focus. I remember the touch of sheets and the scent of sweat. He was wide-eyed, wild-eyed with sudden horror. As if he were seeing me for the first time. As if he’d only just realized what was going on.

And then, of all things, he apologized.

*
*
*

[“insert doing something really terrible to Kung Lao here”] 

He shuddered.

Mileena smiled wickedly and licked her fingers.

Brin giggled.

“She’ll slip up,” she murmured, smiling, “and leave you all alone, and then you can play with us.”


*
*
*

Shang’s gathering souls to increase his powers. The rumors of Shao Kahn’s resurrection are just that-rumors, to give Kitana’s agents a nice long wild goose chase. Her hatred of Kahn is both well-justified and well-documented, so it served as the perfect ruse for her. The mutants’ ambition, particularly Brin’s, was the perfect lure for them. They are busy fighting, squabbling over nothing, and conveniently thinning the ranks of both armies so that Shang Tsung can sweep in and scoop up what’s left.

…………..

This is where all the stuff for musefoo is going to get cut and pasted!

.:. .:. .:.

Mileena hated the sight of him, had always hated him, and would kill any emissary he sent. That was what her letter said. She hadn’t stayed with him long enough to say anything at all.

Baraka didn’t bother to unlock his jaws or wipe the grimace from his face. Wisdom abandoned him whenever he needed it most. Hope was both a liar and a whore. Anger he knew he could rely on. It always served him well enough on the battlefield. But blind rage wasn’t called for now. He needed to focus. And so he waited, and concentrated on the scene unfolding below him.

The ground was red, bare dirt tramped and kicked and scuffed until all traces of sand were gone. They’d peeled up the flooring. They needed it for practice. Most buildings were made of baked sand held up with wood. They already knew all about sand. Wood still held a little mystery. So they were learning how to cut it without spraining their wrists, and how to coax spark through it. Wood charred instead of burning unless they also moved the air around it; air was what made things burn.

Once they got the hang of it, demolition would come to them second nature. Anything that got them through Tantiss faster improved their odds of victory, and might cut down on bystander casualties. Baraka didn’t care much about his opponents as people. It was just bad luck and worse business to kill too many innocents.

The blameless had ways of surviving, when they were angry enough. Then they sought revenge. Especially children--children in particular. He hated those. They had their whole lives ahead of them to get strong and learn killing and come back for a second round.

Baraka figured he only noticed in the first place because most of his fighters weren’t so old, themselves. They’d lived two hundred, three hundred years; they were old teenagers and raw adults. They wouldn’t live nearly as long as Edenians--twenty centuries at most. Ten, more likely. A thousand years. It was still quite awhile as humans reckoned things.

He’d been impatient at three hundred, eager to get to four. Now that he was nearing five—would they consider that approaching thirty or forty? He could never remember—he was astonished by how much could change in two years. Not two centuries or two decades, just two swift years. These last two. They were like sandstorms, scouring everything bare and then covering it in a layer of dust, hiding the bones. Hiding the bodies.

He did not think of Brin. He did not feel as if someone were standing on his heart, because he didn’t think of Mileena, either. He watched the lesson instead. 

Telsor was shouting about focus. About how none of them had any, that they didn’t fucking pay attention and it would get ‘em all killed. He’d start with the next candy-assed bastard that so much as blinked before he told them to, did they understand? 

Baraka could see why Telsor was in a snit today. The students kept losing or dropping spark--worse than tripping over your own blade, on the field, and that concept just was not going through this morning. They’d never get to candidacy battles by evening if they couldn’t even pitch a proper spark first.

But making an example of Ismar? That was hardly fair. He was an info man, too skittish for the field. And too small. He did his best work paired with someone stronger. Granted, spark practice had very little in common with sparring, but it took more effort. It definitely took more concentration, and the boy was just a bit flaky. He seemed a tad frightened of Telsor, too, which wouldn’t help him in the nerves department.

Baraka leaned on his elbows and waited to see what would happen.

Ismar took a stance and drew spark, so focused he didn’t even blink. He didn’t dare. With the mood Telsor was currently in, if that spark went out, Ismar was on latrine duty for sure. He knew nobody thought much of him as it was. Hell, Armano got considered before he did; Armano didn’t run from fights—he didn’t have to.

That was all secondary, far away. It had nothing to do with the spark. The whole world was right there on the end of his hand, just above his palm. It was a small spark, as they went, but strong, the same deep blue as palace china. There was no fire that color, because it wasn’t fire. It was spark, and that came from the soul, from the will. And there was nothing but his will.


“Not bad. Not bad at all.” Telsor smirked. “Now put it away.”

Suddenly Ismar found his will was a burden, heavy as lead and searing hot. “I—can’t.”

“Judge’s left eye!” Telsor spat. “You’re wanting do the drills over, maybe?”

“Sir.“ It wasn’t a question or a statement, just barely a word.

Telsor’s smile wasn’t one. “Hold onto that awhile, scrawny.”

“Yes, Sir.” 

The flame turned indigo. Ismar turned color with it, a sweaty crimson that started somewhere under his hair and went straight to the soles of his boots. There was a faint odor of cooked meat to him.

“Will,” Telsor barked, shouting at the whole room, “is a weapon! You don’t fucking drop a weapon. Unless you want I’m dropping you!” 

He hit Ismar in the stomach so hard that they both almost toppled. Ismar found his feet at the last possible second, deathly pale. The steel in his arm rippled. His fingers were tighter than claws around the light. 

It did not go out.

Telsor grunted his approval before starting in again.

 “All of you! Wouldn’t trip on yer swords, but you got no problem hosing your will all over the place.”

“We’re men,” growled Armano, with a rude gesture. “We got men’s brains an’ men’s bits.”

Someone—probably Koteth—hissed agreement.

“Yer morons,” snarled Telsor, “Thinkin’ the way of everything territoryish is pissing on rocks and sassing off.” 

He’d had quite enough from the peanut gallery this morning. Telsor signaled to Ismar to drop posture and rest, paced right up to Armano, and hit him square upside the head.

Baraka grinned. 

Armano snapped at Telsor’s hand, which earned him a vise-grip on the soft, unguarded spot just under his chin. Armano gagged out a curse. Telsor rolled his eyes.

“You, O King of Morons, c’n go scrub the shitters with yer face.” He let go with a disparaging jab. “Getting the picture yet?”

He glared over at Ismar. The boy didn’t quite have time to put his tongue back in his mouth, face frozen in mid-insult. 

“I saw that!” snapped Telsor. “You wanna be his cleaning brush?”

“No, Sir!” Ismar hastily resumed parade rest, and barely had time to gasp “Look out!”

Armano crashed down on top of him—Telsor let it happen, turned the motion into a roll instead of a straight drop, and came up with Armano’s hands crushed in his. He was very careful not to go for the wrists; Armano drew steel. Telsor kicked him sharply in the leg, against the joint. Armano buckled, snarling, forced to drag his swords behind him before he could try to stand.

Telsor called spark, a lesser greenish charge, and threw it. He wasn’t out to deal any permanent damage. Armano scrambled out of the way and pulled to his feet with a snarl.

“Y’know everything,” he panted, face a mask of contempt. “What you’re doing with this, then?”

Telsor drew a blade and sprang. Armano slid under, pushing the sword aside with his own, and withdrew his other blade. His extended hand was bare except for a sudden, brilliant flash of white.

The white sparks were for killing.

Baraka threw both legs over the banister and leapt straight down. He hit the floor so hard that he bounced in place. Red and yellow sunbursts exploded through his vision. The pain took his breath away. He choked on it—on a sudden mouthful of blood. He retched and staggered, but kept going until he smashed into Armano.

The white spark rebounded off the floor with a sharp, angry hum and struck them both. Somewhere, Baraka was conscious of panic, of the students trampling each other in their rush to back up. That hardly seemed real.
Blue. That was all he saw. Eye-searing blue chased by angry, seething white. He struck something solid; spangles danced inside the wall of white. There was a roar in his ears and he didn’t know whether it was inside or outside his head. He screamed back at it. It felt like he screamed for a long time. He couldn’t remember how to stop.

He was pretty sure this wasn’t how the heroes did it in books. He wondered if he would die, his very first morning back on the job.

At least then he’d see Mileena in hell.

.:. .:. .:.


All hail Mileena. I like the sound of that.


TBC.

IV:

(Link up here.)

Lord Reptile’s anteroom is dark and cool, with a large area rug of some local fiber dyed to suggest the color of new grass. The walls are such a deep green that they look black, matching the curtains, which are black. The chairs are prim and serviceable, paler than the walls. The cushions are vibrant, red and yellow and fierce, hot magenta, like tropical flowers.

It’s obvious which seat is his: hardwood, imported from the lands over the mountains, hewn to both look imposing and accommodate his tail. All in all, the place is a deep-jungle reinvention of an English sitting room.


I’m drumming my fingers against the back of my chair. I didn’t sit down. I thanked Bertrand, and I even tried a smile. But I couldn’t manage sitting still. Now I’m circling ‘round, pacing. My heels make little furrows in the rug.

I bow deeply when Reptile arrives; it’s easier in slacks than a curtsy, and it lets him have a decent look down the front if he’d like. I’m not above that.

“Rise,” he says with a quick crocodile grin, not looking. “Please.” 

So I do. And I do it right, like a classy, obedient lady instead of a monster in a man’s fighting jacket.

“Thank you, My Lord,” I say.

Somewhere along the way, Reptile found the courage to drop his mask. His fashion sense still leaves something to be desired, though. His pants are outrageous, huge purple billows from fairytales about genies and thief-princes. And I’m not sure why he thinks thin silver shoulder pads work with black armor plates.

I’m beginning to see why the Zaterrans are extinct.

There’s an absolutely massive book in his hands; he’s having trouble holding onto it with four fingers. It’s the same wide, hard-sided sort of folder Shang Tsung used to use. A spellbook? Or just a method of keeping a great deal of notes. Maybe Reptile’s is both. I suspect I’ll find out soon enough.

“Think nothing of it,” he says. “You must be tired.”

That’s an interesting remark, devoid of sarcasm. “Must I?”

“Sit, please,” he says. “I plan to.” He does just that, picking a paper out of the book and studying it. 

The chair suits him. It looks just enough like a throne without assuming too much. He’s always been very careful; he survived for ages by not attracting attention and melting into the surroundings. A master of caution, with a certain sad grace.


And I’ll sad grace him within an inch of his life if he doesn’t explain all this soon.

“I got some of your message,” I say. “All but the important part.”

Reptile clucks his tongue. It’s a high, thin clicking sound against his fangs. 

“A shame. Tanya really does well with Earth Realm.”

“I can imagine,” I say, which makes him smirk.

“Much to discuss,” he says, still riffling through the papers. “I’ll send for tea.”

My eyebrows fly upward of their own volition. “You don’t drink tea.”

He doesn’t miss a beat. “Blood instead.”

Is he toying with me? “Warm, please. If it’s no trouble.”

“Not at all.”

Oh, yes, he’s definitely playing games. He hasn’t used any of Tanya’s threats or mockery, but he wants something. I wonder what. It’s not personal. We tried that out centuries ago. Trust me on this: don’t romance your workmates. Especially if neither of you are human and one is cold-blooded. You’ll be forever fighting over the covers, amongst other things.

“Baraka hates me,” I say. “Or he will now. Which means he’s definitely on his way.”

“Not going to kill your true love!” says Reptile, with a skirl of squeaking chirps--laughter. “Welcome his help.”


That puts me on my feet. “What?”

“Please relax.” He rests his chin in his hand, chagrined.

“My Lord,” I say, tightly. “Forgive me.” 

Right then, the drinks arrive; Reptile’s first, of course. My manners didn’t vanish when I grew swords. I know perfectly well that the host starts.

 “Thank you,” I say, and wait my turn.

“Bertrand is the first servant made. The best at his job.”


“Thank you, Sir. Shall I make certain our guest’s accommodations are ready?”

Me, his guest! He’s shockingly polite, for a dead man. And wow does that drink smell good. It’s odd, but people automatically seem nicer, better, when they have something I want.

“Do that,” says Reptile. “And please fix dinner.”

My stomach loudly agrees with that. I fold my arm over my waist and trill out a giggle of the kind my sister uses constantly, a nonverbal apology. Mine probably comes off more like a threat—they both glance over at me, startled.

“Very good, Sir.” With a bow goodbye, he’s gone.


“Now,” says Reptile. “Mission.”

“Quite.” This blood is human and not very old, sleek and rich. It goes down smooth and shuts the monster up a little. I can actually think straight. “I’ll confess I’m to being half-gone from curiosity, Milord.”

“Mapmaker’s paper,” he picks up the folder-book again, “And inside knowledge.”

I smile, using it as an excuse to clean the blood from my lips. “Right. You’re wanting—Oh! Damn.” I exhale and try again. “You’d like me to draw you a little map of Baraka’s camp.”

“Very helpful, yes,” he says dryly.

I watch him from across the top of my glass. 

“An awful lot of trouble for some drawings,” I say, “a mutant in your house.”

The irony in my words goes right over his head. He’s either ignored it, or I’ve spent enough time among Nomads that my logic follows theirs too closely—I know I’ve insulted him, but I don’t think he does. 

“Oh, there’s more.” He grins. “Personnel. Troop appointments, hierarchy, bribes. All those things.”

I nab the charcoal from his hand. “What scale you’re want—would you like it drawn to? And did you want all the holdings, or just Rhin?” 

“Parts of the district only?” His throat ripples with surprise.

“Not altogether, Sir, no.” I make a few crosses on the paper. I’ll put real lines there later. Right now I just want to get some points down and orient them around each other. “Mostly Rhin. Rhin we own, and Iladre, and portions of Nurn. The dregs.” My lip curls a little. “Nothing else.”

“Nurn is closest,” he says noncommittally.

I scribble faster. 

“Last I knew, we’d be coming this way,” I make the appropriate squiggle, “straight in.”

Reptile stares at me, his tongue flickering out over his lip. “A frontal assault?”

“You weren’t supposed to know,” I huff. “They’ve doubtless planned something better by now but I don’t know what it is.”

“So.” Reptile grins. “Not the manpower for a direct attack.”


I set my glass on the tray so hard it shivers but doesn’t spill. Getting such a lovely drink on this horrid rug would be a shame.


“We’re three hundred,” I say stiffly. We, again. I’ve got to stop doing that.

“I’m not insulting your commander, Milady,” he says quickly, “or his officers.”

“Maybe Koteth can be bought, and Armano for certain sure, but otherwise you’re fair out of luck—except Greskin. Maybe the Twins.”

“Out of three hundred?” And then it dawns on him. “You were only at Rhin,” he says.

“I wasn’t given a tour of the perimeter.” I’ve never had a long fuse or much patience, and I am fast running out of both. “There wasn’t time,” I hiss. “I got them to trust me, most especially I got Baraka to trust me—or at least got him interested—and then your hell-choir friends in the purple hoods decided I’d be better off here.”

“Errands,” he says, “Important ones.”


“Errands?” The word is strangled as much by my soaring blood-pressure as by my injuries. “You hauled me out of a sting operation so I could fetch your groceries? Perfect! Our Master will be thrilled.”

Reptile fixes me with a flat stare and smiles. His teeth are shorter and thinner than mine, but just as sharp, and he has a lot more of them—double rows glisten when he affects a bored yawn, not really covering them with the back of his hand.

“Can’t send them,” he says, finely-taloned, pale green fingers jabbing toward the floor and the cells below it, “or my own servants. And I can’t go myself. You’re the only operative I have that’s got sense enough to lace her own boots.”

“Talk is cheap,” I say, eyes narrowed.

“Besides,” and he smirks, “have such a way with people.”  


“And just what, exactly, is it?” I’m hissing despite myself, sibilants stretching out of control between my teeth. “Oh Milord Reptile, Your Grace, do enlighten your most humble of supplicants. What you’re expecting me to be charming out of these people with this gorgeous face of mine, and such great manners?”


“Incense,” he says.

“I’m plenty incensed already, thank you,” I say tartly.


“It’s a particular kind,” he says. “Of incense, made only in this…” he searches for an adjective and comes up with, “particular town. It’s razorthistle, rather difficult to come by. The charms dealer by the south shrine has a little, but she might not want to part with it. You may have to persuade her to give it up.”

I smile for him, sweet as you please. “This close, I’d clip your tongue right out of your face before you could even hiss for help.”


He laughs at me, a smooth, ugly superior sound he couldn’t make before.

“Please try.” His tongue draws patterns in the air. “Haven’t gone slumming in months.”

There’s a bitter taste in my mouth that’s got nothing to do with my drink.

“My Lord,” I say, and bow from the neck, a dip of my head. He’s changed. We both have. I’m not sure which of us was altered for the better.

His hand comes back lightning fast, and just as quickly my sword is free, angled outward, hiding my face. He drops nine coins in my lap with a hissing sneer.

The silver is cold and a little damp.

“Hurry back,” he says. “Meals should be ready on the half-hour. Hate it if you were stuck with the scraps.”

“For certain you would, Lord Reptile,” I agree, putting my sword away.

I scrape the coins from my lap and back out of his presence with the slightest bow.

Just like that, I’m off on another damned fetch-quest.

.:. .:. .:.

There’s a large shrine on the south corner in the heart of Tantiss. It bears the weight of hundreds of signs and symbols, a testament to all the major powers of the area. There’s a lot of green and blue—weather gods, harvest gods, and the occasional fertility saint. This is definitely Edenian territory.

Shinnok’s sign is above the rest and also the largest, a long, sharp red crescent covering a circle—his hand covering the world, getting between it and the light. The ends of the crescent stab down with menacing purpose. His advocates say he is the shield against the bitter suns, the Lord of Shadows. I just call him Master.

I bow five times in respect and drop my last ari in his offering box. Touching it makes my skin crawl, but I'm not above cosmic brown-nosing. Except with Rayden. I never liked him. I don't like Shinnok, either, but at least he doesn't rattle on about what a hideous abomination I am. Besides, he has power over me, and Rayden never did.

There’s a tiny symbol on my right, glittering fiercely, demanding my attention. A hollow circle binding in a nine-pointed star. It’s sketched in white instead of the usual crimson, but it’s still D'hete's. Telsor showed it to me a fiveday ago. 

I can hear Her singing. In mid-afternoon, with the sun pounding insistently on my back, I know She's awake. She drops more of the veil every night and is nearly ready to show Her face. The daytime sky groans on its hinges with the effort of keeping between us. 

I gave my gold to Shinnok, and I need that silver; it isn’t mine, anyway, and that would be bad fortune. There must be something else...Oh. Yes, of course. I nip the ends of my fingers and trace Her sign. Blood isn't as strong a gift as metal, but it's a bit more binding. She might like it. I hope so, this close to full moon. Yes.

I should make signs on my skin, too. She's there, murmuring to me--it makes perfect sense. It would feel very good. Better if I sliced my palm, more ink that way; I’ll need it if I plan to do this right. It’s a delicate and precise pattern, lines and angles of power. I would be strong. We would be strong.

But it's daylight. And I’m not one of Her people, not inside.

I still want to cut deeper.

"Not yet," I say, shaking my head, waiting for the feeling to pass. “Not ever, Milady.”

"Excuse me." 

The words are hardly out of the man’s mouth before he pushes me aside. He’s a tallish Edenian fellow, a bit lean, with very hard elbows. He clipped me solid in the ribs.

"Excusin' yourself, sir," I say. It's not as if there wasn't room for both of us on these wide steps. "Hope your prayers get answered."

What would he want with D'hete? They dislike female powers on principle. I can't guess the nature of his prayers; he's completely focused on the symbol. She can do that. I'm still woozy with the proof. But he stands rigid, square-backed, as if he can wipe out the fact that I'm standing near him by staring at Her sign as hard as possible.

I don't have time for this, or for his low, urgent appeals to somebody named Arcantor—their war god. I wonder if he holds the law as well, or whether they count that as female. I rather doubt it. Their goddesses are all hearth-sweeps and snow angels. 

He's still going strong, something about the shield and the sword. Lately I'm quite interested in swords, but the rest is mumbo-jumbo to me, things I should have memorized once, mostly forgotten. "Set watch over my family, protect my son Jaeko and his friends..." it goes on and on like that. 

His children must be warriors, the poor things. Edenians aren't suited for killing. 

Oh, they do it well enough. My sister is perfect at it, as sharp and shining as a sickle, and much more precise. But she doesn’t like it. There's an awful poetry to slashing tendons and crushing faces with one's heel, and it repels her. That's the difference.

The smell of blood turns her stomach. Don't misunderstand, it twists mine just as hard. Carnage stinks, and it stinks a lot worse under the hot sun. But once the nausea passes, my heart grows leaping and eager, pushing straight up into my throat, straining for its share of the taste. 

This new heart has many wants, most of them wretched. 

There’s a crowd gathering. The milling of feet caught my attention. I’ve got predator’s eyes now; movement is always the first thing I see. I can’t tell how many there are, but a larger group would have a stronger smell, especially on a scorcher like today. They’re not speaking, not much, not loudly, not yet. It’s a matter of time. They wonder what I’m doing here. What business a Nomad would have in their town.

I'm sweating. I wonder when I started to do that. I feel hot and sticky and irritable, and still he pleads with...Their rain-saint, what's her name, the woman that drowned instead of betraying King Jerrod. Valerie? Vaylor? Valene. That was it. She called the rain down against Shao Kahn, and thenceforth the rain was poison, black as tar. Edenians laud her for her defiance and hail her resolve. She oversees lost causes. She fights all losing battles.

She's the reason nothing will grow. In the Wastes, green things sicken and wither, even when raised in pots and fed clean water by hand. The sky rains venom because some old society bat had a tantrum instead of facing facts. And Edenians worship her for it. 

The man's entreaties are like bees on my skin, maddeningly soft, threatening to sting. Everything looks a bit red. I want to think it's the sun that has me squinting, that the heat of the day brings a grimace to my face. I know better. Time to go, before I knock his head clean off his pointy shoulders. I don’t want his friends making trouble for me.

I can tell they expect me to do it for them. One is a farmer or farmer’s son; he’s got a death grip on a bag of seeds. Two men hover behind him, family or employees. It’s easy to think of them as the boy’s uncle and father. Except his family would be at home, breaking the dirt in. Even with Valene’s blessing, the ground is still mostly rust and clay. These two must be hired help. They’re watching idly, but their relaxed hands are quite close to their belt knives.

I raise my head, looking right back at them. Who are they to stare at me? My quarrels are none of their business.

Further up the street there’s a sudden rustle and a soft cry of dismay, smartly stifled by someone’s hand. A prickle of intrigue works down my spine and forces me to look. I’m magnetized by the sound of fear. Any sudden noise will do it, but fear—that’s special.

They’re a fancy couple, well-to-do. The lace at her ankles is made of cotton, not goat’s hair, and never touches the dust. His boots have that brand-new tightness to them. He must have put his hand over her mouth. I’m not sure. I’m watching their feet because I don’t trust myself to look up. I haven’t eaten in a while. She reminded me of it by gasping in horror, and suddenly I’m starving.

They stand just outside the courthouse, rooted to the spot. They’re whispering, more bee-buzzing, tense humming behind their hands. They're watching to see what I'll do. That's exactly how the blonde man puts it to his woman, a small dark-haired thing with knuckles whiter than her dress and almost as white as her teeth. "We'll see what she does."

It's startling. I'm a stranger, and a mutant, and maybe I did almost hit that man, but he shoved me for no good reason. Yet they're more than just afraid; it's sharp as ozone, tense and feral. I’d lay odds they’ve never actually seen a Nomad before, except in mommy and daddy’s livery colors. Evidently they’re terrified by the notion of a free one. 

Frightened? Of me? How…nice. Adrenaline’s so pretty, a jagged electric scent I can almost taste. I take my time with it, open my jaws a bit to get a lick of the taste. That’s not polite, maybe, but neither is the way they’re gawking at me.

He's the color of wheat or whey, sick with shock, pale and yellowish and soft. I could smash him on the ground like an egg. She's white the way a swan is white--no, no, she's not that pretty. Fine, then, it's goose for lunch instead.

No. I can't eat defenseless villagers in broad daylight. The farmers might gut me. Or I might skin them, and then I’d have to deal with the local enforcers. D'hete would curse me for sure if I killed an officer of the law on courthouse steps. Bending the rules is commendable; She’d never bless lawyers if it weren’t. But flouting them is something else again. She’d be furious.

Fear rushes in where morals fail to tread. 

I ought to get away from them before I do something I'll regret, especially when it feels as though I wouldn't regret it much. I don’t think I’d regret it much at all. The snarling in my belly insists that I very definitely wouldn’t, or at least not as much as I’d like to eat something fresh and pliant and frightened.


And I have the nagging feeling D’hete can tell. I am not Hers. Certainly not. I’m not scurrying away, either. I’m not embarrassed in the least. I’m just going for a jog, away from them, as fast as I can.

.:. .:. .:.

I pick a doorway at random and let myself in. The room is dark and tiny, with what feel like shelves pressing in on me so close they brush against my shoulders. It's hotter in here than outside and there are thick fumes rolling off the walls; incense. The shadows are solid as curtains and twice as heavy.

"May I help you?" 

That sounds like a woman, very bored and a bit curt. Professional. Good. I'm in a shop and not someone's house. I wish I could see. I've been spoiled with my nice new eyesight. I hate not knowing what's what just by looking at it. But it's my own fault for rushing in here, and it will pass. It's fading already.

"Maybe, Miss," I say with a small, careful smile, inclining my head. I don't trust bowing; I can't tell where things are. "Not to troubling yourself just yet. Just looking."

Or I would be looking, if I could see. I can just barely manage outlines now.

She snorts. Loudly. Thinks I'm some kind of common thief, I'd wager. Wonderful. Maybe I should just eat her instead. Except she sounds like she'd be sour. I'm not overfond of vinegary things.

The room snaps into focus and I relax. I hadn't realized I was tense until then.

She sells trinkets. I guess that's a good word for them. They’re the kind of things that would be useful at the shrine across the street. Coins, bells, candles, leaves and insects pressed in clay. Anything you could reasonably be expected to plunk down on an altar and mutter some words over is in here somewhere. 

She’s the charms broker! This is my day for splendid coincidences. How suspicious. Now that I’m thinking about it, he was in a hurry to get me angry and foist me off on someone else…Maybe I’m supposed to kill her after all.

Her prayer papers come in white, blue, green, violet, gold, and even black. She has every color but red. I wonder who in this tidy hamlet could possibly be making fighting-prayers. She either doesn't sell silver--funeral prayers--or all of those are gone too. A lot of dead people, then. Recently?

"How's," I stifle the urge to say 'tricks'; it's become a habit, rubbing elbows with the boys in Rhin. "Business?"

She blinks furiously, as though trying to get something out of her eyes. Or maybe make me disappear.

"Fair enough."

"You're not to..." I pause again, rearrange the words. "You don't get..."

"A lot of your kind, no," she finishes. "They keep off to themselves."

"Can't imagine why." 

I'm not usually one to pick up bait. But I had a rough morning and the day isn’t getting any easier. I’ve got a screaming headache, and D'hete wants--well, if not my whole soul, then at least the corner suite thereof, and I'm sick to death of being gawked at.

"It could be the spectacular way people treat them." She shakes her head a little. "Surprised? Don't be. I wasn't born yesterday, or the day before that, and yes, dear, I would taste as bad as you think. Possibly worse."

"Stop." My eyes are watering and it hurts. And I still want to carve holes in my skin, more than ever. I clench my fists. "I should be going now."

"Like hell. You've got nowhere to go, or at least nowhere interesting. I promise. And it will be hours before those idiot Shadow Brethren show up. If they show up at all."

The hiss pops out of me with such force that I almost spit on her. My fingernails have gone clean through my palms. "Please. Miss. Just..."

"Oh," she says with a little sigh, "Go ahead and attack me, if you're really all that frustrated."

"You can't be real." I make hex-signs, feeling ridiculous for doing it and even worse for feeling better because I did.

"My, my. They're converting you in a hurry, aren't they?" The headshake is back, a gesture of pity. "Such a savage little religion."

My blades are free and I'm going to put them through her smug pasty smile, I'm going to ram them down her throat and out the other side. She puts her arm out and I crush it, it splinters against my sternum with a very satisfactory grinding crunch. I've gone through her shoulders, all the way through, nailing her to the wall. She's like a rag doll in my grip. A quivering little bug pinned down for display, too wounded to cry out. Perfect.

"There now," she says with a placid smile. "See? You do feel better."

Only then do I notice she doesn't bleed. Her lungs should be straining for breath under my weight, and they're not. She doesn't breathe, except to talk. Her heart is quiet, absolutely still. Her skin is exactly like thawed clay, inert and very cold. It's a bit wet from being out in the heat, but it doesn't sweat on its own, any more than she could bleed on her own.

Her lips are blue.

"Dead thing," I hiss, not letting up. If I move I might vomit. "Corpse."

"I'm a perfectly good corpse," she says evenly, with a little puff of extra air. It reeks of wet dirt. "Or I was. I could be again if you'd let go, please."

I want to sit down. Sit down, hells, I want to faint. Instead I let go of her. She slithers free of the wall with fluid, unnatural grace, and simply folds her skin over the holes I've made. It stretches apart and flows into the gaps. It makes me think of quicksand. The smooth, dry bubbling motion is the same. 

She adjusts her arm as I watch. The bone showing through is the grey of aged bark. She breaks it twice more than I did and aligns the pieces. They click softly as they fall into place.

"You're where all the funeral prayers went? Into people like you?" 

Elder Gods have mercy, are there more like her? Are they all like her—did Reptile build a city of the dead? I think of what I wanted to do to the couple outside the courthouse, and I shiver. The room seems smaller than ever, too tight and suddenly cold.

The question makes her laugh. "Gods, no! My Master simply believes in rewarding loyalty."

"Shinnok." That’s a real stroke of luck. And a relief.

"And they say mutants aren't very bright."

I let that one go. I've already had my pointless struggle for the day. Anyway, it's true, they do say that.

"Do you know about--"

"Yes, of course, dear. Most of us do. Lord Reptile has been out of sorts a few days, waiting for you."


That incense must really be something special. Or her words have a meaning I won’t be able to figure out until it’s too late. It’s one of the two, or possibly both.

I grimace. "The Lady Tanya is...She makes a poor courier."

That earns me another snort, and something like a courtesan’s pout. It looks grim on her mottled face. 

"She's no lady. She forced my carriage off the bridge."

"I'm sorry."

"So is Tanya. It turns out we had more in common than capturing Lord Thalen's attention."

I'd always wondered where Tanya hid the bodies. Now I wish I didn't know.

"I’m not supposing—I don’t suppose you know where Reptile is?” I ask. “It would, inconvenience her something fierce—I mean, greatly—if…”

“He’s only to living in the best digs in town,” she says, smiling. She doesn’t have much in the way of gums anymore, and they’re livid purple. It ruins the charming aspect somewhat. “That’s really not such a horrible way to talk, you know.”

“Just savage,” I say, making her wince. That’ll teach her to bait me.

“That’s Outworld,” she says, “savage. The others are clinging to a dream. Clinging to their ghosts. And they aren’t even dead.”

Now I’m the one squirming. She sounds so old and sad. I didn’t know palace ladies could be sad, not really. This—thing—was a woman, and she knows or remembers the taste of loss.

Maybe I’ll kill Tanya for her.

“As y’like, Miss.” I let her lead me to the door. “I’ll tell Lord Reptile when I see him.”

.:. .:. .:.
“She brought it with her? It’s really amazing,” murmured Reptile. “Brother Striss, if this is Mileena’s diary,” he eased to his full height, his talons kneading the arm of his chair. “If this is her daybook, explain why all the pages are blank.” 

The Shadow Priest let out triads of notes in minor fifths, jagged upset squeaks.

“Well, of course it’s enchanted!” hissed Reptile, exasperated. “Now, tell me how. Mileena always made a hash of magic. It’s not hers at all. But someone like her, someone familiar to her. Think, Striss. Use the brain. Or soul, if there’s any left.”

Brother Striss hummed uneasily.

“Very good!” The Priest zipped backward when Reptile clapped his hands. “Absolutely right.”

Striss crooned softly, more to comfort himself than as a way of answering his lord.

“Shang Tsung,” said Reptile, “hid something in that book. I wonder what it is.” He glanced up at the ceiling, at the deep and soothing green of it. He was smiling from ear to scaly ear. It was not an especially calm smile. “More than that—I wonder if she even noticed it was there.”

.:. .:. .:.

-

My evil genius Procrastination has whispered me to tarry ‘til a more convenient season.

 –Mary Todd Lincoln

-

Stalling? Of course I’m stalling! Wouldn’t you, princess? Darling shadow mine? Oh, no, of course not, you’d march smartly up to the gates of Netherealm and demand to see Shinnok just so you could hand-deliver the spectacular news all by yourself.

There’s one slight difference between us. I enjoy living. Yes, even as this! Living, any living, beats the pants off being dead.

Who am I convincing? Not you; you’re asleep to me. I really should find out how you do that, shutting me out so easily. I can’t do it to you, I never could. You’re just always there.

This ragged collection of words isn’t for you, all the reasoning and wheedling and justification. Do I do this for myself? Oh, now there’s a brilliant errand.

Anyway, death isn’t the worst that can happen. Not by a long shot. Death is easy. Mortals have this idea that pain stops when you’re dead, but they’re wrong. Pain is the only constant in the universe and it doesn’t end just because you stop breathing. It still hurts; it simply doesn’t matter as much. Unless you’re in hell.

Hell is nothing to be frightened of, at least not by the third visit. I suppose for better people with cleaner souls, death must be glorious. Maybe the pain goes away for them. How should I know?

For me, being dead was like being alive. It was odd not to breathe, but I couldn’t have even if I wanted to. I had no lungs. I had no body. My corpse lay sprawled on the floor at an angle, but I wasn’t living in it anymore. That was liberating. You can’t know just how heavy and useless a body is until you don’t have one anymore. I…came loose from it. Not by floating. It was like slipping my moorings, pulling away from an anchor-weight and finally getting underway. Bodies are such awkward things.

Her face was still slack, but her eyes were well on their way to looking like lumps of wax. There was nothing clear or reflective about them and their edges were the color of rust. Her cheeks were crosshatched with splotches, dark and heavy. There was a touch of rigor to her lips, a slight settling to what had been a shriek of terror, rimed in red.

Most of her chest was gone. I didn’t look too hard at that. 

Her legs made swift loose arcs and bumped against each other aimlessly when he picked her up. I don’t know if he was crying. He’d turned his back to me and was murmuring something to the wreckage in his arms.

I focused on the carpet while he arranged the body. The floor looked nothing like I expected it to. Nothing had settled. It sat on top of the carpet in heavy warm puddles, seeping in little by little. It was like watching paint dry—waiting for the sheen to be just right, waiting for it to harden up, waiting for it to be safe to touch. He left footprints as he moved her to the bed, dark slimy tracks.

He faced me without seeing me. He faced the door, hearing some sudden noise. His teeth were crimson.

I screamed. I howled out with everything I had and the thing on the bed made not a sound. He cradled her hands in his and carefully folded them over where her heart should have been.

Then something happened. Everything happened, all at once. Feeling swooped and rushed at me. Darkness tore my hair. I had a quick sensation of being meat hanging in a demon’s icebox before I unraveled like a pile of string. Everything was hot, so brilliantly hot it moved from white down through solid black until it had no color. Color stopped existing. Sound took its place, the screaming of bells. An avalanche of metal and stone and piercing white noise. I was a bug under a lens, crushed and seasick from the pressure of glass I couldn’t see. 

Then I fell. I don’t know for how long. It would be wrong to say how far I fell; I never actually moved—my deepest fear. Futility. But I was not a good person. I got what I deserved. This was right. Father always did say I ought to rot in hell. And absolutely anything was better than facing Baraka again.

I burned and fell, hounded by what I had seen, chased by the wet red outlines of his teeth. I hoped to hit bottom, waited for the darkness to crush me. I might have even prayed for it.

Just imagine my surprise when hell froze over.

Well, anyway, when it stopped moving. Or when I stopped moving, in hell. Nothing else changed; pain drove the world. Panic gave it meaning, and I continued to burn, but my fall was over. Something held me fast. I was trapped. Alone and cooking to death, always dying without being allowed to end. I didn't dare scream--it might have brought some demons over--but for the first time I was truly afraid.

From out of the silence came a rush of sound so incredibly, intensely loud it’s impossible to call it a voice, even though it spoke words. My bones quivered from the resonance. I should have been struck deaf by the sound of my name, and was not. I was already dead, but I wanted to die again from the pain. And then I saw him.

He was a wall of darkness, a nimbus of darkness against the flames. His breath was piercing cold, a relief and an agony after the flames. He was stronger than hell. He was of a realm older and worse than hell. His name was Shinnok—a sound that collided in my skull until I thought it would explode. My eardrums rent like paper screens from the pressure. It didn’t lessen the force or clarity of his voice.

The old court was lost; Earth was triumphant. But I could kill as many miserable champions of good as I wished, if I agreed to serve him. 

The idea held no particular appeal. I’d never cared about good or evil, so long as I was left to my own vices in peace. But I was a captive soul in hell. I was hardly in a position to discuss ethics with the god of the Netherealm.

Yes. It was not a word, but a thought-concept, tiny and unfocused. Next to that roar it was like the squeaking of an angry mouse. But mice go unnoticed where lions attract too much attention, and their teeth are very sharp. Of course, yes. At once, yes! My Lord.

And that was the beginning.
Before he so much as opens his mouth, the room lurches from top to bottom with a terrific thundering roar. The beams in the ceiling split up the sides. A cloud of dust boils down the hall and slams through the doorway. All light is gone. I taste ashes—dirt and fire. My eyes burn in a way they never have from sand, bleeding. I can hardly breathe. Reptile chokes, hissing spasmodically as he pushes for air. There isn’t any.

An explosion. Just off the front door.

I don’t know why I ever order anything to drink. I never get to finish it. But it feels good to be on my feet, rushing at the unknown. Danger! Maybe even the possibility of a fight. My heart is trip-hammering with glee at the notion. Fear chases it, leaving a faint, cold tang in the back of my mouth. 

Reptile is on his feet just after me and nearly bowls me over. 

“Stand aside!” It’s a choking gasp of frustration. Conditioned to orders, I leap out of his way and skid to a stop on the charred hallway runner behind him.


There’s a large, jagged hole where the entrance used to be. Everything is one shade, one color of deep, greasy smoke, and all of it is roasting hot. I can’t see; there’s no contrast to anything. Reptile is still running, somewhere ahead of me, gagging down smoke and sand. His strides are heavy with rage. I follow the sound and keep going. The dust has to clear at some point. All we have to do is find that point.

Daylight--the merciless, flooding glare of both suns. It’s never been so welcome. Then the spangles clear from my vision. There before me is a sight that, while just as miraculous, is hardly so welcome. All the heroes should be dead. The great and mighty Chosen One stayed dead. Why couldn’t his best friend?


The razor band of Kung Lao’s hat burns in the sun, a blinding halo obscuring his face. Wings of dust swirl out in front of him. He recalls the old angels, the fearsome ones, trumpet-throated harbingers of the end of all things. 

His feet don’t even touch the ground. That’s not my imagination—he’s levitating less than an inch, hovering just over the dirt as if he wouldn’t reduce himself to walking upon it. A dark-clothed angel of war.

I’m rooted to the spot. I can’t move. He’ll kill me, but I can’t move. I can’t look away.

"Knock knock," murmurs Kung Lao.


Reptile squalls in shock, whipping his head forward to unleash a stream of acid through his fangs. It slithers down Kung Lao’s bracers and spatters on the ground, steaming. 

That breaks the illusion, or glamour, or whatever had me caught. He’s just a man, and one of Rayden’s men at that. But he’s changed a great deal since I saw him last—the floating thing is new. And whatever power he called to start bringing down the house? That’s definitely new. 

There’s a brand new mark on him, too. Some sigil, silver threads spiraling up the front of his fighting uniform—they’re dragons, two-faced dragons with their heads going opposite ways. It’s no heraldry I recognize, and no symbol of Rayden’s. Well, now, isn’t this just curiouser and curiouser.

I back away, growling softly, getting some room to draw my swords. It makes him smirk; his teeth glint white from beneath his hat. Oh miracle of clean control and style! I’ll go through you like—oh, it does fit doesn’t it, like a hot knife through butter, right through you, so pale and strong; I’ll make ribbons of you, darling.


“Begone,” snarls Reptile. 

Kung Lao hasn’t moved. I’m not sure he even blinked. His smirk grows into a lopsided bitter smile. There’s a long scar at the edges of those perfect teeth, pulling deep over the skin. It stretches straight back, past his ear and well through his hairline, like someone tried to pry his face off. I wonder where it came from.

“Lord Reptile,” says Lao, with a mocking inclination of his head. 

“Get out of my village,” Reptile growls. “Go home to your mistress. We’ve no quarrel with you.”

Kung Lao’s eyes narrow as he glides over. “Obey me or die. Your choice.”

“I see she hasn’t taught you manners.” Reptile tastes the air. “Even Mileena wiped her feet when she came in.”


“You’ll learn to respect me soon enough.” Kung Lao sneers. “My Lord.”

And with that, he kicks Reptile square in the mouth. Reptile sails backward in an arc, snarling, and hits the ground so hard he bounces. He stretches to his feet, graceful and indignant, green fire blazing in his talons. It spreads swiftly between them, making a perfect glowing sphere. 

“Back to hell with you!”

The light sails forward with considerable speed, and that low, familiar thrumming noise. It makes the air around it waver in rings. It’s much faster and larger than any forceball I’ve seen Reptile conjure before. 

Kung Lao doesn’t dodge in time. It sends him flying into a nearby storage shed. It collapses in a hail of splinters, nearly falling over on him. He’s slumped against the debris, his hat jammed into the wood, pulling his head at a bizarre angle. He doesn’t move. He doesn’t even twitch. A long, low gurgle bubbles out of his slack mouth, clattering against his palette.

His death rattle. What a waste.

Reptile patters over swiftly and kicks the monk's corpse hard in the ribs with a low, angry hiss. 

“Your illusions won’t save you! Take it like a man.”

Kung Lao’s eyes snap open. He springs to his feet, both hands locked tight around Reptile’s throat.

“You mean like you?” he asks gently, lifting Reptile well off the ground. His hand ripples, the knuckles blank white and harsh and perfect. He’s gotten so strong while I was asleep! Splendid. 

I do suppose I ought to get Reptile down from there; he’s changing color a bit. 

I snap both swords up, one playing guard while the other slices Kung Lao’s arm, making a neat, thin line clean up to his shoulder. It’s a very low surface wound; I just want him to let go. He’ll still be able to scrap with me. Good and hard.

Lao drops Reptile with a grunt of pain and spares me a look of such intense disgust you’d think I vomited on his shirt. Ah, well. Any reaction is better than none, and I’ll make you frightened yet, gorgeous.

I’m glad he was faking it; he smells wonderful. I ought to bite him, if I can get that close. He might appreciate it. But even if not, well. I’ll bet he’s even prettier screaming.

I wonder what he tastes like.

He starts toward me, hat in hand. Reptile lurches between us, throwing out one leg to trip Lao up. It works. He pitches off balance and leans with it instead of against, smashing into Reptile’s knee. The Zaterran lets out a kettle-heat scream of pain and rakes his talons down Kung Lao’s body, getting a solid grip on him. Their scuffle pulls Kung Lao far enough out of range that I stab the ground instead of him. It hurts! I’ve twisted sockets in my wrists I didn’t even know I had. Pain spikes up my arms to the shoulders. 

I’ll just have to return the favor. 

Reptile kicks out with both feet and swings, flinging Kung Lao up over his head. The monk disappears in mid-flight and rematerializes in front of Reptile: he hasn’t forgotten how to teleport.

Just as Reptile throws out a snapping kick, Kung Lao steps back, twisting to one side. His hat’s in his hand, so swiftly I didn’t even see it. He brings it up whiplash-fast in one perfect sideways arc. Eyes bulging, Reptile screams, a fantastic trumpeting snarl of outrage that gurgles from his spraying windpipe and stops altogether as his vocal cords slide apart, shorn neatly in half. 

Cut right in half. A long, thin line, I’ve seen that before—Baraka! He cut Baraka this way. This is why my love is nearly dead, clinging to a witch for life, surrounded by opportunists and traitors. This is where all the trouble started.

I don’t care how pretty the monk smells. I’m going to kill him.

Lao steps back, delicately, getting nothing on his uniform. That’s nothing short of a miracle—it’s like someone dumped thick green paint all over the sand. I rush forward with a snarl, my feet sliding in the mud, and tackle Kung Lao.

Stupid clergyman and his stupid sparkly blue disappearing act! Now I’m all covered in lizard guts. That was hardly fair. I scrape for a halfway clean bit of dirt, shrieking, and take another swipe at him as I pull to my feet.

He dodges, flitting right past me with a courtesy-bow so small it’s definitely an insult. He moves so fast it seems like he’s not moving, the way people move in dreams, too swift to be real.

“Milady.” He’s already down the road—where in hells have these shiny new powers come from?

“Coward!” I bellow, chasing him. I give it up for lost in a few strides. “Worm! Weakling!” 

Before I can think of anything else to call him, he disappears with that same blue flash. Honestly. That’s getting annoying. 

I don’t run after him; I have no idea where he vanished to. Besides, I’m smeared over with what’s left of my boss, and I don’t think the sight—or smell—will endear me to the locals. They were so friendly and helpful before.

Anyway, the manor isn’t in the best of shape. I ought to go see if anyone was living in it aside from Reptile and his undead friends. And then, eventually, I’ll have to find some way to explain all this to Shinnok.

My stay in Tantiss just keeps getting better and better.


.:.

The cobalt flame over Ismar’s hand was small and dense, flickering so fast it seemed to be blinking on and off. It turned bright and dark in rapid cycles--contained, but not very well controlled.

“Be easy with it,” said Telsor. “Like a feather. Floating up over your hand, an’ you wanna let it come down an’ rest there, an’ being its friend.”  

Armano laughed at this idea. Loudly and with plenty of scorn. Telsor frowned.


“Fine, you’re wanting to snickering at me? All of you!” he shouted. “On yer hands! Show me you’re knowing what a hundred pushups look like. From yer fingertips.”

“That isn’t fair!” Ismar protested, juggling the spark to his other hand. At least he caught it. “Sir.”

“Yer right.” Telsor smirked. “Two hundred! You ever want to learn something, bag the sass an’ do what I say. Now hold that spark like you mean it unless you’re wanting to join them.”

Ismar stood rigid, beads of sweat gleaming on his forehead. He smelled faintly of cooked meat.

“Loosen up.”

“But Sir! You just—“

“Judge’s left eye!” Telsor barked. “The rest of your body ain’t chained to your hands, is it? Think, boy! Use the brains I’m knowing you’ve got, or grunt and sweat with the rest of the herd. Take your pick.” 

Ismar never got the chance. Armano, finished with his and everyone else’s share of pushups, sprinted over the heads of his peers, running barehanded toward the training circle. Telsor turned his back at just the wrong moment and ate floor so hard that he came up spitting blood, choking as he clawed at Armano’s arms in an effort to get them off his neck. He mostly managed to cut his hands.

Ismar sprang into the circle, snarling, blades drawn. Armano kicked Telsor straight in the spine, pitching him backward, and whalloped Ismar with the flat of his hand. The spark he’d used was too low to be visible, but it snapped plenty; Ismar’s legs twitched by themselves as he struggled to his feet.

Baraka gripped the ends of the rail with a sharp intake of breath. He wouldn’t interfere with a duel. He had trusted Telsor with command, and had to believe he could do something about this. Though what, exactly, remained to be seen.

Their discipline over, Koteth and Lara righted themselves and helped Ismar up. Kara followed a moment later, both hands firmly on Ismar’s shoulders, declaring her desire for ownership more than holding him back from the fray. Ismar smiled politely and bit her hand. She shrieked and struck the side of his face Armano missed.

Armano, meanwhile, had his own ideas about the situation. He crushed Telsor’s arm and wrenched it behind his back, growling.

“Thinking you know everything,” he said roughly, twisting until bones crackled. Telsor gasped in pain. “Picking on the boy. Running us into the ground. Gettin' right sick of you, I.”

“Mutual,” grunted Telsor. He kicked backward as hard as he could. He didn’t hit anything important, but Armano had to let go to stay on his feet.

Telsor looked him up and down, then slowly turned his back on him, walking away. He wasn’t stupid—his hands were a brilliant, hot blue with waiting spark. But this was a standard fighting gesture; his opponent wasn’t worth his time and too cowardly to even stab him in the back.

 Armano quivered in place like a bowstring pulled too hard and followed him, both hands coiled around a vicious, white-hot spark. Where had he learned that? The white sparks were for killing; they weren’t up to killing yet.

“Look out!” squalled Ismar, too late. 


Baraka swung both legs over the banister and leapt straight down. Red and yellow sunbursts exploded through his skull. The pain took his breath away. He choked on it—on a sudden mouthful of blood. He retched and staggered and kept going until he smashed into Armano.

The white spark kicked back from the floor with an angry snapping hum and struck Armano in the chest. Screaming, he convulsed, practically snapped in half. The charge swept through him without slowing down and coursed over Baraka.
The world was pain. And blue. Blue was all he saw, chased by seething white. It boiled. The air melted, the air was on fire. It roared in his ears; he screamed back at it. He screamed for a long time, because he couldn't remember how to stop. He wondered if he would die, his very first day back on the job. He could always hope so. 

At least then he’d see Mileena in hell.

.:. .:. .:.


Brin clutched the vial of burnheal so tightly it imploded in her hand. She pried her fingers apart and played at pulling out the worst of the shards. They would pop free soon enough on their own. Her spark despised injury. 

She found a long one, pulled it out slowly—had to watch those tendons—and lapped at it with some interest before grinding it under her boot heel.

Baraka lay on the cot in the corner, breathing slow and even. It’d taken a lot to put him out, almost twice the dose for Telsor and Armano. She couldn’t give him any more; it would kill him. But he still wasn’t under deep enough to rest. 

He was dreaming. It was frantic and gruesome, something about being disemboweled. It pressed against her forehead from the inside. There was almost no room to think over that riot of color and gore and screaming. She swore softly and nibbled her palm.

The pain was bright and clear, but there was precious little blood. She’d have to chew harder for that. She was healing faster than ever, and fixing others the same way. That was all Shang Tsung’s fault. Brin shied away from even thinking about him, but it was true. All this power was his doing. And nothing came without costs. She bit down hard, pushing for the pain to hold him at bay. It didn't work. It never did.

He was in control here. Her superior. Superior! That rankled. It stung fiercely that a human thing—or a thing that had started out human—could tell her what to do. But Shang Tsung wasn’t her lord. Oh, no. Baraka was her lord, always, forever, even though she’d have to murder him, soon, and even though she wanted to murder him, when the pain was very bad.

It was horrible right now.

Baraka’s nightmare wasn’t so far off the mark. The edge of his stomach was trying to slip through a rupture in the membrane that held his guts in place. The fascial wall. That was its name, and he’d managed to bash it up pretty good with that stunt off the back of the stairs. 

She’d trussed him up tight to push things back into place, and it hurt like blazes. There were queasy flames jouncing around behind her bellybutton. But anything was better than surgery. Cutting things in the stomach was always a filthy job. Spark or no spark, infection could kill the both of them right quick.

She ought to let it. She should kill him now, while she could get away with it. Maybe she should do them all. That would take care of witnesses. There were always complications when white spark was involved. Smart of Armano to use that, and he’d thought of it by himself, too. A shame he was almost done being useful and she’d have to kill him and all. Maybe she’d just finish all three of them, now, without witnesses, and chalk it up to bad fortune or a curse or some scary-sounding illness none of the soldiers had ever heard of. 

No. That was so…common. And it’d finish up too fast. When she made Baraka wish he’d never been born, Brin wanted it to last, to go on for days, and she wanted him awake and aware when it happened. She had been awake. She had been aware. He deserved the same in return.

Becoming part of his little troop had been an accident. So had saving his life. Since that first day, Brin and the general had been in and out of each other’s minds, in and out of each other’s lives. He’d said a lot of things to her since then. None of them were ever thank you. 

She stalked over to the shelf, looking for another vial. Burns like Telsor’s wouldn’t fix themselves, and every second she wasted on her own life might cost him his.

It was on the right, near the corner maybe, she’d moved it recently…Ah. There. She stood on tiptoe to get at it, and when she pulled it free, a sleekly folded bit of paper flittered down with it—one that bore a particular seal on the back. A dragon coiled in a circle.

She hadn’t put the document there. It was new. She slipped the burnheal into her vest pocket, mumbling a blessing for it. She sketched the jury-sign with her right hand and snapped up the paper with shaking fingers, prying it open after a deep breath. There was a single word on it.

Outstanding.
The paper burst into flame. She dropped it with a hiss and stomped on it, stuffing her fingers in her mouth. The paper cheerily resisted her attempt to put it out, but it scorched her shoes just fine. At least nothing else caught fire; that was one small benefit of dirt floors. Brin sighed in resolution and took the burnheal from her pocket.

She could clean up the ashes when her work was done.

He neglected to mention a few things. This new corpse, for one. And everyone and their families wanting to kill me? Shinnok omitted that altogether.

I can’t have second thoughts about his offer; I didn’t have a choice in the first place. But Shinnok was cast out of the Elder pantheon for a reason. I’m just hoping it wasn’t for weakness. I know, I know, blasphemy against my patron god. What did you expect? I’m not a good person. And it’s only blasphemy if you’re caught, anyway. In private it’s just doubt.

His Shadow Priests were not in evidence. If the shopkeeper was right, they usually aren’t. And that’s not good. Lazy clergy can kill a god’s influence. I’ve no idea why they don’t, or won’t, exercise the same devotion here as they did in the Realms below. They’re certainly scary enough.

I caught a glimpse under the hoods, once. They have no faces.

I didn’t fail. Reptile did. The blame will probably come back on me anyway, but it’s not my fault. So. How to work that to my advantage?

I suppose I can worry about that after I take care of the body.

.:. .:. .:.

Reptile’s funeral was a simple affair, quick and austere. He would have hated being fussed over, and anyway the household was in a bit of a panic, though they’re all dead themselves. Bertrand said a prayer or two and fetched me flowers when I asked for them—I don’t know or care where he got them from. I set white petals over our lord’s shut eyes before covering them with the ari he’ll need for passage out of the Cobalt Mines. Not even Scorpion can refuse a paying man his freedom. It’s the least I could do.

Together the corpse-butler and I managed a small spell from the only one of Reptile’s eight grimoires that I could read, transcribed Greek instead of Zatteran. It will keep his body from being disturbed by anything larger than insects, and from smelling up the place. He’s resting in the cellar until I can arrange a proper burial. I’ve already ordered the coffin.

His servants make regular rounds there, leaving stones and strings and prayer-papers. They did ask me whether he would wake up. I don’t know—I read the spell, but I didn’t understand it. For all I know, he’ll rise up and walk. But I rather doubt it. He’s been still for almost four days.

I’m lady of the house, now, and technically manager of Tantiss as well. I don’t want the job! But there’s no one else. Shall I let the Priests have the town? The faceless ones would sacrifice every living thing.

 I should feel more guilt than I do. Or else I do feel guilty, extremely guilty, and that’s what has me frantic to take some pleasure in my new status. Perhaps it’s both. I’m so tired of guilt. But the status, that I like. It’s just enough power that I’m not really beholden to any of these people, but still get to tell them all what to do. I enjoy that. It’s not a secret.

My first major act as head of the household was to take a nice hot bath.

Ah well. You haven't lived in sweat and sand for endless weeks, darling. When your smell takes on a smell of its own, that’s when you start to get desperate for a wash. 

And I do mean hot; a human would have been scalded. It was--I’ll level with you, right now. A good bath is better than sex. Unless it’s good sex. You know how rare that is, don’t you. Ah! Again with the lies, and this time to yourself. It’s fine, love; so Liu wasn’t a champion in bed. That’s hardly your fault.

Virgins tend not to believe that. It’s one of the ways to tell the difference. I wonder if that’s how the old tribes chose maidens’ hearts—whether they spotted purity by its misery. They must have. Misery is the hallmark of virtue. 

Sacrifice. That’s an appealing little picture. I like that image, the woman-pile of white linen split asunder. Darkness rains red and violet into the sand, her heart just so much quaking meat in the priest’s hands. Everything’s blurred and shadowed scarlet by the fierce stare of the Eye.

 I can’t concentrate. Nothing has any meaning. Just—scrawls. Scratches of pleasure and pain, unreeling on the back canvas of my mind. Down to the glyphs on the paper, here, they loop and drift and curl. There’s no significance to anything. Just assaults of feeling. Pain with no focus. Need with no focus. No outlet.

 I’ll make Her signs. I don’t have to, of course. But it will give me something to do. Something that hurts. A hurting thing that cleans--cleanses.

And I’m developing a real appreciation for the sight of blood.

.:. .:. .:.

Baraka hurt too much to roll over, which didn’t stop him from trying. He growled softly, pushing against the weight of his own arm. It was numb and heavy, a cold, slack lump near his head. He tried to extend it and was rewarded with a sharp smack in the face when it flew back at him. He hardly noticed it over the hot knives twisting in his stomach. He fidgeted a little more, then gave it up as a bad job and lay still.

Almost immediately he began to dream again.

Warmth. He noticed that first and most. Waves of heat suffused the bottom of this cave—this room? He knew this place…

He often slipped down to the Armory when it was cold out and he wanted to be alone. He felt, for a moment, that it was daylight somewhere--that there was sun on his face, dancing to get his attention. He dismissed that as nonsense. This was happening to him now, and it was real. 

Right now, he wanted to thaw out. It was winter. Here in the capital, in Kahn’s palace, everything was wet. And very cold. Whenever Baraka ventured outside—reluctantly and not often--water froze in the edges of his clothing. Snow! He despised whatever filthy demon had invented snow. It was pure evil.

Yet he dared not reject his liege’s hospitality. Especially not now that he’d been made a full general. So Baraka skulked around corners when he could spare the time, hunting down fireplaces and servant’s kitchens and finally arriving here.

There were at least three forges on the grounds that he knew of, and he was certain there were more, but the Armory was the only foundry. Castings were made here. It was a large room and easier to get to than most of the other stockpiles of weapons.

Heat and steel and sharp edges. The Armory was a massive comfort. He was less sick for home, here. He found that odd—both that he would feel a longing for the squalor he had come from, and that slipping down into a weapons factory made it better.

There was light on his face. He was absolutely sure. And it had no place in now. Even with the glow coming off the press.

He stopped dead when he saw her. It was definitely a she, perfectly formed and perfectly balanced on the edge of the press, a strong curving slice of darkness against the blinding metal, arms outstretched.

It was an angel, or a bad spirit.

No, it was just a woman, eyes shut against the heat and light, trembling. He rushed forward—the last thing he needed was for her to fall in and spoil the press—but she didn’t move. Not a suicide, then. And she hadn’t noticed him.

She twisted just right on the edge, and the light caught a flash of metal against the side of her leg. There were sai strapped into her boots. The shadow over her face was thin with tension, pulled close to her nose as she breathed deep, but it didn’t move or vanish. A mask, smaller and more stylized than the head-wrappings ninjas were stuck with.

The Emperor’s daughter. He should probably leave. He frowned; he had as much right as she did to be here, so he stayed.

She opened her eyes, staring intently at the metal seething under her feet. It hissed and sizzled and sang like a live thing. The outlines of her face changed underneath the mask. She might have been smiling.

“Feels good,” he said, “doesn’t it?”

She flinched, stumbled, and vanished into thin air just inches above the steel.

She’d used the same trick yesterday in combat. In the arena, she’d appeared above and behind her opponent, swooping down on him with a powerful kick that snapped his neck. Baraka didn’t fancy that happening to him.

“Meant nothin’ by it,” he said, glancing over his shoulder.

“Show yourself!” she snarled in reply. 

It was an odd thing for her to say when she was the one hiding, but he knew better than to upset a princess. He followed the sound of her outburst and waited.

“What’s your business here?” 

Instinct, and the natural patterns of sound, told him she was lurking behind one of the columns. There was a soft, cold scraping noise as she drew her weapons.

“Same as yours. The heat.” His shiver was real. “It’s damned cold up there.”

“Congratulations,” she said. Even wrenched by sarcasm, the word was like a gift. “On your recent—“ 

He hoped she wasn’t going to mention his promotion. He hadn’t slept in four days. The faces of his dead troops wouldn’t let him. He held his breath.

 “On your success,” she finished. “General Baraka.”

He guessed at where she might be standing and tried to look friendly.

“Formality will get you everywhere, Miss--?” 

He wasn’t sure of her name. He’d been too busy watching her, caught and held by the way she moved. He knew for certain it wasn’t Kitana—she was timid and nothing like this one, her swift and violent sister whose name escaped him.

“You may call me Mileena,” she sniffed, slipping from behind the column with a weirdly elegant swagger.

She was much closer than he’d thought. It startled him, but not for long. When in doubt, bow.

“Deepest apologies, Highness.”

She didn’t quite chuckle.

“Am I so fearsome?” her voice had smoke in it, just a shade raw, bright and warm with amusement. “And for Elder’s sakes, stand up!”

He tried not to smirk and failed miserably. He let it become a smile. She didn’t flinch.

“By your command,” he said. It made her glow. “Shouldn’t we—what it’s called—shake hands?”

“Very well.” She put out an arm, still holding her sai. 

He was just a bit nervous about correcting a woman with a weapon in her hand—she moved so fast. She could probably kill him before he finished a whole sentence. The thought heated the tips of his ears.

“Not needing those, I’m thinking.” He cleared his throat.

She blinked. “Perhaps not.” 

She jammed her sai down into her boots, and he did not stare at her leg when she did. He looked very intently at the fingers of her extended hand instead. They were cased in silk, or satin—whatever that soft, shiny cloth palace women wore was called. It was the color of wine or old blood and clung so tightly it had to be leaving marks in her flesh.

He wondered what color those would be.

He was not aware of tightening his grip. Certainly he didn’t think to, and didn’t mean to hang on. It was just that holding her hand, feeling slight sharp bones under the muscle, did something to him. He leaned forward and kissed her. Carefully, just at the knuckles. 

Her hands were delicate killing things and he was kissing one.

She shivered, a long, slow tremor that seemed to start somewhere behind her toes and progress through her body straight to the point where they touched. 

She was probably going to slap him. He didn’t care. When he let go, she swayed.

“That,” she breathed, “is…is…not how you shake hands.”

She’d turned the most adorable rosy color. It was rather flattering.


“I know,” he said, abashed. He was grinning like an idiot.

The damned light would not go away. It would not let him alone; it was hot and yellow-white, soured at the edges, harder than daylight. Fighting it, that made it stronger, denying it made it more real.

There was a hot iron lying right across the middle of his body, and it tore through him sideways when he tried to sit up.

“Don’t!” Brin gasped. “Judge’s mercy! Stop. Please.” She sounded almost as bad as he felt. “You’ll tear it open.”

“Oh.”

There was nothing else to say. She’d do whatever she needed to make him well. Or at least well enough. She always did. He needed her--his men needed a leader. He was in command; she was in control. For now.

If he were in less pain, it would have made him furious. As it was he lay back down without sighing—that would’ve hurt like the devil—and stared at the roof. It made no difference, anyway.

He only got what he wanted in dreams.

.:. .:. .:.

The loss of his Outworld governor was quite inconvenient. Shinnok considered bending time to get the lizard back, then decided there were levels of reality he could endure if not accept. Such a spell would be draining, even for him, and relativity tended to warp the minds of those pushed through time. Besides, now he could keep more power to himself—though he didn’t really need it. Yet. And Reptile’s death, while unfortunate, had brought a few interesting developments to his attention.

Tanya was curled on her hands and knees in one of her better dresses, making pretty appeals in pretty turns of phrase, artful and sincere begging meant to touch his heart. He hadn’t one, of course, but her work was so amusing that he was going to let her live.

She was pretty even while flying across the room at considerable speed, and her face made a very pretty spatter pattern when it struck the wall. She hadn’t screamed, which was a shame, but she could always do that once she woke up. Right now she wasn’t conscious.

“I won’t have this,” Shinnok murmured sadly. He pursed his lips. “It’s disgraceful.”

He was surrounded by traitors, which didn’t really bother him. He was an evil Elder God. Betrayal came with the territory. It was poorly-executed and incompetent betrayal that he couldn’t stand. Tanya’s attempt had been both, and she’d added insult to injury by including that Mileena creature. It was fascinating in its purity of will, and so ugly it was charming in the right circumstances, but altogether unreliable. Not the best choice of dupes Tanya had ever made.

He snapped his fingers. A guard hustled in, knelt sharply, scooped Tanya up, and fled. With nothing less than true decorum and respect. 

Shinnok didn’t want charge of Outworld himself. It was a dreary, barren place. Its high concentration of evil made it a very useful Realm to have in his collection. It was useful, but troublesome and dull. And he couldn’t just give it to Scorpion, either. The Shirai Ryu ninja had been dead for so long that he no longer understood the requirements of the living.

Shinnok needed a certain amount of people alive. Live worshippers were much stronger than dead ones. Their faith meant more to them, and therefore carried more power. Willing live worshippers were the strongest of all—they had the greatest potential for evil. Unfortunately, to keep hold of them, Shinnok had to make sure they survived and were even satisfied somewhat.

He’d accepted regents so he wouldn’t have to constantly check everything himself. It was hard enough just attending to every stupid prayer, even when the answer was always no. He missed being in the formal pantheon. Smiting a few lesser worshippers would have at least brought him temporary satisfaction.

 He hadn’t been amused since he first realized his plan for ruling the universe was actually going to work. Eternity was boring without uppity civilizations to crush.

Reptile was dead. That meant the mutants would be tearing up the countryside soon, probably with Mileena at the helm. That might be fun to watch. Or at least interesting, the way plagues and tidal waves were interesting. They produced so much grief. 

Grief was his favorite kind of evil.

But there probably wouldn’t be much of it. The Nomads were thugs--thugs with gloriously sharp weapons and vicious cunning, but still thugs. They’d stop with just the one town, at least until they’d used it up. Even trying their level best, the mutants couldn’t ruin things on the scale he wanted.

There was one man who could. Or so he said. Shinnok trusted him not at all. But the gentleman was proving to be a very entertaining distraction in his own right.

He was a bit ugly, as humans went. He wasn't human anymore, of course, but his host body was Chinese, originally. Human outsides that grew ugly with the vice of their wearers were standard in demon-mages. His jacket certainly was not standard. It trailed to the floor, a carefully-dyed run of black leather made from human skin. Dragons were branded down the back, brightly colored through some method that glittered from others' pain and fear. A little unorthodox, but promising.

“A hundred thanks, My Lord,” he said smoothly, not moving, not lifting his head but somehow looking Shinnok in the eyes. “This is most gracious of you.”


“It certainly is,” snapped Shinnok. “Talk.” he ordered. “And talk swiftly.”


The man calmly did as he was ordered. That he wasn't allowed to stand didn't bother him in the least. He didn't even blink. While talking, he neither embellished nor understated. He lied, but all people everywhere lied, even if only to themselves. There was nothing in the sorcerer’s designs that Shinnok couldn’t correct or control.

And when Shang Tsung ran out of words, Shinnok smiled.

“Excellent.”

.:. .:. .:.

(Small description of how scene looks here.)

“Told you,” said Koteth glumly. “Don’ care how many battles he’s to winning. Our fearless General—may he live forever!—is off his nut. Clean off. Stark, starin’, screaming mad, if you ask me.”

“Well,” Ismar huffed, “nobody did asking you.”

“Button it, suck-up,” jibed Armano, his nose in his drink. “Not like the boss-man can be hearing you. You won’t be getting any special points.”

“Hey,” Ismar growled, “I’m not wanting going for a run in the heat either. It’s just we’re needing to get there when it gets dark, an’ that means starting the rush in the daylight.”

“How ‘bout that.” Koteth smirked. “Beating the daylights. Who’da thunk it?”

“Probably not you,” snipped Ismar, with a prim tilt of his head.

“Haw!” Armano’s fist hit the table. “Nice one.”

“Thanks." Ismar grinned.

"Yeah," said Koteth sourly. "Thanks."

"Hey,” said Ismar. “What’re you gonna do? Y’know, when we get out?”

“Out?” It was a new concept for Armano. “There is no out. Always people needing killing somewhere, hey? There I’ll be.” He shrugged. “Not like I’m good for much else.” He mumbled something and took a long pull from his tankard.

“Aw hell no,” said Ismar. “You’re not leavin’ it like that. Not the night before we all die.”

“Piss off,” Armano said with a shrug.

“Kid called your bluff,” Koteth said, poking him in the ribs. “C’mon, Eyeless, Pirate. Drop the knowledge.”

“Fine.” Armano's tankard snapped shut when he set it down. “I was gonna paint. Not fancy things; houses. Fences. Signs. Stuff people use.”

Koteth sat a little straighter. “I got four ari says that’s not the end of the story.”

“Damn right it’s not, an’ keep your disgusting money, I know where you were getting it from.” Armano folded his arms, leaning on the table. “Da got sick. Shipped me off to my uncle. His wife put my eye out.” He shivered; the table creaked. “I can still see that bitch’s big, ugly nails comin’ down at my face.”

“It’s not being so bad,” said Ismar. “Y’still got one, hey? An’ at least you got away.”

“Yeah. ‘Away’ is how I met him.” Armano shoved a retreating Koteth back down in his seat. “Red here knows all about family.”


“Right,” Ismar said, deadpan. “The family man.”


Koteth flinched and half-stood, teetering a little.

“There was this girl,” he began, waving one hand in a fancy pattern. Alcohol made him grandiose. Maybe it was grandiose—that was a human word, one that didn’t translate right. As far as Ismar could tell, it meant ‘worse than ever’. 

“There’s always a girl, right, always one in every town, but this one, she was mine.”

“Stop,” said Ismar. He looked a little green. “You and your girls.”

“Not like that!” Koteth hissed and bit the edge of his mug; it clanked harshly. “My wife.”

“Your what?” Armano stood up so fast he nearly fell over, knocking his chair to the floor. He righted it with a snort. “How come you’re just saying this now?”

“Liss’n and learn, princess one-eye,” said Koteth. He sat down again, halfway off the chair. “We got married and she got pregnant—yeah, in that order, don’t fuckin’ smirk at me!—and right ‘bout the time the augurs announced we’d have us a little girl, she got gutterlung.” He stared straight ahead, looking at nothing or a spot on the wall. “Kid died ‘fore it was rightly alive, and she went quick after.” 

“Wow.” It was all Ismar could say for awhile. “Sucks to be you.”

“Smartass,” hissed Koteth, swatting him. “Everything sucks, tha’ss the whole point.” He grimaced. “The theory of everything!” he announced, waving his empty mug with a growl. “My thesis. Ain’ it pretty?”

“No more for you,” sulked Ismar, rubbing his jaw. It wasn’t as bad as having his ears boxed. 

“What about you, skinny?” Armano countered. “I never see you with none.”

“It stinks,” said Ismar.

Koteth focused on him, blue eyes suddenly scalpel-sharp. “Your da drank. Or your mum.”

“It stinks,” Ismar repeated. His voice cracked. “An’ so do you.”

“It’ll still be true when I’m sober, kid.”


“Bastard,” hissed Ismar.

“Sure,” said Koteth, unruffled. “Like yer parents were being married.”

Ismar squalled and pushed away from the table so fast he staggered, despite having had nothing at all to drink, with or without alcohol in it. 

“The hell with you both!” He bared his teeth. 

“Hey now, no reasons for being like that,” said Armano, putting a hand on his shoulder and yanking it away just in time to avoid being bitten.

“Pair of worthless losers!” spat Ismar, shaking. “I don’t care if you’re are getting killed!”


“Makes two of us,” Koteth muttered, watching him round the corner. He did wonder what got into the small fry, but it was hard to think about it, or about anything one way or the other against the loud, warm wall of buzzing building in his head.

He really did want to die. But with the warmth, it was an okay and natural kind of want. Dying would have been the most normal thing in the world, something everybody should try. 

Ismar had every right to be angry. Of course he was angry. Being young sucked. Hells, once he grew up a little, they could look forward to death together. Or wait and see who went first. Either idea was just fine with Koteth.

 Armano stared at the dust gathering in a rafter cobweb, and thought of Brin, and blinked. 

“Three.”


.:. .:. .:.

From the Diary:


---------------------------------------
And you smile so sweet, you’ll smile me dead
And the green leaves they grow rarely.

--Earth Realm ballad

------------------------------------

I knew we’d have a rough road of it from the first bit of paper Baraka sent me. I burned it, and kept it in my heart, close to the bones, knowing rather than even daring to remember. Poetry! I’m in this mess because of poetry—and only three lines of it, at that. Nonsense about shared feelings, two knives nestled together perfect and safe in the same drawer.

It’s rather the reverse. We’re always apart, and never safe. That was even more relevant when he sent it to me. I was living in the palace, then. We were all working for the glory of my father, even Kitana. There was over a month to go before Shang Tsung’s desperate scheme for a new tournament would even be announced. He was hiding in Earth Realm somewhere, terrified of father’s wrath. Regular stealth patrols hadn’t turned him up.

Does it surprise you that we can get to Earth without winning the tournament? It shouldn’t. Rayden is the last of Earth’s active gods, and his magic is far from perfect. It’s thin in places. There are cracks in the walls that let other beings through, ghosts and aliens and us. But Outworlders can only leave one at a time, and no more than seven of us may cross in total--the god-number of Earth's protections. Anyway, one uppity wizard, especially a shape-shifting uppity wizard, could hide himself very easily on Rayden's little planet.

It was a time of waiting, tense at the edges. We felt this in our own ways. I read scrolls on poisons until the words bled into each other and took Kitana’s share of the work. On pretext of training, I ran drills with some of the guards. (I now know they were being soft on me, which wounds my pride a little. But I certainly have enough of it to spare.)

Kitana tried her hand at painting, sketching, and writing in quick succession. She was awful at all of them, but had always been adept with reading music and perfected her voice with ruthless determination. She collected songs in various pitches and languages and did not stop until she could perform them all. I’ll always be second to her in that; screaming oneself hoarse doesn't make for a pleasant singing voice. Her sense of pitch was splendid and exact, always correct within sixteenths of a tone or less, sweet and true at levels humans can’t even hear.

She also learned to cook. More specifically, she learned to bake. Her art was hazardous to one’s waistline, and worth every bite. I would have gotten very lazy and sleek with her around, except that father—he disapproved of both ideas rather strenuously. No daughter of his would do the work of a kitchen drudge, and no god could save her if he found out she’d put on even a hint of flesh from this contemptible, worthless pursuit.

It was more or less their first real fight. She didn’t win.

Her achievements took on a different tone in the evenings, especially after that. I woke often to curse joy that wasn’t mine. She’d learned far, far too many things from Tanya over the years. In a way, it was kind of her to keep me awake. It gave me a few more chances to see Baraka.


Once, in the narrow end of the morning, he nicked himself a guardsman’s uniform and snuck upstairs to meet me. I was a little less than dressed, and he didn’t mind at all. He didn’t say so, of course. He didn’t have to. Standard-issue trousers don’t waste design or cloth hiding opinions.

It was dawn, and just because I couldn’t sleep didn’t mean I’d been expecting company. I grabbed the nearest robe, the heavy one off the nightstand, and slipped into it. His eyes followed my hands to the closures as I tied them shut.

“Good morning,” I said, a bit at a loss for anything better. “Who let you in?”

“Well,” he said softly, making a great show of looking everywhere but at me. He eyed the furniture, the drapes—the row of makeup bottles on the dresser gave him pause. He picked one up, sniffed at it, and made a face. “Definitely the lair of the single female.”

He put the bottle down with a little shrug and came closer.

“You didn’t answer my question.” I sat up, pulled my hairbrush out of the drawer, and started making myself pretty. “And what are you doing awake at this hour?”

“Time doesn’t wait,” he said, watching my hands. “Not for no man.”

“Any man,” I corrected. “Besides, it’s ‘time waits for no man’.”

He grinned, some dark expression moving across his face just at the eyes. 

“That, too, little missy.” The words were dry. “So here I am. Besides, you’re never listening to any of your attendants, and they’re never to giving you my notes, so I’ve got to be coming in person.”

He reached for my arm and I twisted away, making the movement part of brushing my scalp.

“Do be careful,” I said. “You might fall and trip yourself up.”

He snorted. “I’ll say. How many end tables have you got in here?”

“Play nice,” I answered, smiling. “They were on sale.”

“Oh, right. All hail Mileena, Princess of Budget Furniture.”

“Sir Baraka,” I murmured, “Lord of Nouning Verbs.”

He looked at me with real confusion, a blank earnest smile as if I’d said something nice-sounding in a completely foreign language. And I probably had.

“So,” he said slowly. “Thirteen.”

“Fifteen,” I corrected. “You forgot the ones by the rear corner bureau.”

“Too many things,” he said gently with a small shake of his head. “Shelves having nothing on them. Drawers having nothing in them.”


“They’re easier to clean when they’re empty,” I said, and shrugged. “There was a reason you went to all this trouble?”

“Maybe.” That said he sat on the floor, cross-legged, with a disdainful twist of his head toward the nearby chairs. “Caring to have a sit? There’s things that need speaking.”

I sat across from him, dragging a low table into the mix so as to put charts on it. I could look busy that way and have something to fiddle with. And it would give me something to stare at other than him. He fidgeted and did not reach for me again.

He had the most wonderful voice, low and worn-through, hoarse in the middle from shouting orders all day. He could have read census tallies and made them sound pretty. He talked for a long while about insurgents in some hamlet just off the silk-vine plantations, of how certain the rebels had been that the local enforcers would side with them, how confident they were that branch-hooks could stop the relentless forward march of the Centaurii.

I began to doze on him. Quite without meaning to. It was just that there were rebels everywhere lately, and he was such a warm, comforting thing to sit by. I’d stabbed three officials to death and poisoned two more, my version of a long day at the office. I’d been up past midnight just with the paperwork. I wanted to sleep, to snare some rest and maybe hear his voice in my dreams.

He nudged me awake and gently recommended I order tea.

I snorted. “What in the world do I have to stay awake for?”

And oh, the smile on his face as he leaned toward me and made a suggestion. I must have blushed from my scalp to my toenails and everywhere in between. I definitely felt it all over, a sharp twist of heat.

“They’ll find out,” I said, dry-mouthed.

“To being so ashamed of me, princess?” He was always at his best when teasing me, dark eyes agleam with mischief. “Embarrassed being seen with me in public, yeah? How...shallow. And strangely attractive.”

“This is hardly,” I gripped his hand, stopped it on the table before he could touch me, “in public.”

He was hot to the touch, nearly feverish, and there was just the faintest grain to his skin. 

He shrugged. “Isn’t privacy beautiful?”

“Stop being foolish!” I snapped. I didn’t let go of his hand.

“Somehow, I’m thinking I’m not the only fool in this room,” he huffed. “There’s a pretty little fool sittin’ beside me right this minute, doesn’t know what hospitality is.”

“How dare you!”

“She needs a spanking,” he concluded sagely, his fingers over mine, pressing.

“You wish,” I growled, haughty. “All I’ve got to do is raise my voice a little and you’ll be frog-marched out of here and horsewhipped. While wearing that silly outfit. It would bring great shame on your house.”

“My house? I live here, now, just like you.” His grin was positively wicked. “My house is yours.”

.:. .:. .:.

Life as we knew it changed in a hurry when Shang Tsung finally returned.

(brilliant scheme of tournament blah. Amelia of some lesser house of Edenia corrects Shang Tsung’s tournament predictions by fixing his sidereal time, which Shao Kahn thinks is a hoot, and immediately he puts her in charge of mage instruction.)

When Shang Tsung returned, that changed in a hurry. I’ll never forget how angry he was; I had scars to remind me, and I couldn’t understand why. We hadn’t done anything, Baraka and I—he kissed me, once, just on the hand, and sent me pretty notes. It was less than nothing beside my sister’s indiscretions. What difference could it possibly make?

I didn’t know what I was, of course. I couldn’t know. I thought I was simply the lesser sister, the half-bred nothing with a smidge of Imperial blood. My mother had been a hireling of Sindel’s, not a relative. I was conceived in a fit of temper; my mother was executed after I was born—father only let me live because I made a handy little trinket for mutant girls and boys to look up to.

I’d thought Shang Tsung would finally be pleased with me. I was far from his star pupil and ugly besides. I was clumsy at magic and too vicious in combat, and I couldn’t dance, either. He used to sneer at me for that, saying I had marching feet, my mother’s dirty worthless commoner feet. 

And it was true. 

None of the lordlings wanted me. There were many ugly rumors about what exactly those teeth were for, and those kept all the promising men away. I could do much worse than marry the lieutenant general of my father’s Nomads, and probably not much better. And at least Baraka was polite.

Yet Shang Tsung was livid. He made very sure that Baraka led a suicide mission, straight for the Temple of Light. And that changed everything.

I’m so tired of others’ secrets tying my lives up in knots! There was no way I could have stopped Kitana from falling in love with Liu Kang—not that I didn’t try. It meant ruin for the way things were. She couldn’t bear the life she led, and I couldn’t bear to see it changed. 

I still regret losing my temper. I should never have torn her hair out like that. It’s such a sissy way to fight. But it happened, and it was my fault, and it drove the last of the wedges between us.

So off she went with the Chosen one. And doesn’t that bring us full circle? Liu’s dead, and Baraka murdered me. A corpse and a killer. We really do have impeccable taste in men.

.:. .:. .:. 

THE END of PART THREE

~To Be Continued~

Things For Four:

Hel-lo. Reptile’s dead. That leaves Mileena free to take over Tantiss in his absense without even firing a shot, as it were. Therefore she can tell Baraka, and the boys will be all upset and deflated and get into town like a stirred up nest of hornets—only to be ambushed by Kitana’s forces! Oh, yeah, chaos everywhere. Into which Shang Tsung’s forces will try and fail miserably to mix unnoticed.

There should be a really huge fight one on one between Kitana and Shang Tsung, with Kitana the clear victor, and an even huger more meaningful fight between Mileena and Kitana with Kitana the victor by trickery.

This leaves us with the straightforward idea that Kitana finds out where Mileena is, and THAT is why she wants to level Tantiss. Baraka’s attitude is more that he wants ownership of Tantiss, it’s relatively clear where the governor—Reptile in this case—lives and he was going to strong-arm the estate, “not the whole blasted town!”

Kitana is already there, with Kung Lao, waiting. Mileena might or might not be giving them any trouble, depending.

The Thingy from Mileena’s diary. Mileena’s diary finally being used again; her comments and justifications concerning the diary should open this part!!!1

---

Songs: (restructured since 2002)


VNV Nation – Chosen
Fear Factory - New Breed (Remix) 

Gravity Kills – Guilty (Juno Reactor Remix)

The Creatures – Another Planet (Album Version)
Stabbing Westward - High

VNV Nation – Rubicon
Groove Coverage – Moonlight Shadow (Warp Brothers Remix)

VNV Nation – Epicentre

Fear Factory - Edgecrusher

VNV Nation – Fragments

Stabbing Westward – Falls Apart
The Creatures – Don't Go To Sleep Without Me

Oakenfold vs. Dave Matthews Band – When The World Ends (Remix)

Mileena tends to “travel” with Another Planet by the Creatures and Southern Belles In London Sing by the Faint. How Could I Forget? By the Faint follows Koteth around.

Epilogue:


Sever the line to the guilty past,
to the ones who brought us nothing
Spoke of futures brave and proud
and brought only hate and war.
Lined the roads with hollow praise.
Marked the land with paper statues.

Shadows fell on their futile ways
and then there was nothing more.

--VNV Nation, “Solitary”
What else could I do? I want to do a scene that suggests Koteth is and always has been interested in Brin. That he knows she has a hand in Armano’s deterioration and wants her, knows she will destroy him but wants her anyway.

Tracks. In Particular Order. Note a slight lineup change.

Fear Factory – New Breed (Genetic Blueprint)

Bush – Mouth
Kittie – Safe
Cloak – Quiet Then

BT – Shame

The Creatures – Another Planet

Fluke – Absurd (Whitewash Mix)

Rasputina – Tourniquet
K’s Choice – Winter
Powerman 5000 – Bombshell

VNV Nation – Fragments
The Faint – How Could I Forget

Stabbing Westward – High



Kung Lao sat very still, spine straightened against the shaded side of the boulder. He had strayed some distance from the palace since his audience with the Empress earlier that evening. Kitana had been remote and vague, withdrawn from him, cold in a way that he knew meant she was readying herself for battle.

had no particular desire for vengeance. He simply couldn’t stand the sight of them.

Kung Lao sat very still, spine straight against the shaded side of the boulder. perfectly straight against the shaded side of the boulder. For the moment he was out from under the strictures of palace existence. She was at home with it, the somber grandeur, the dark and lavish things in every corner.

He didn’t care much for the greenhouse.

(foo: greenhouse, Kitana, meditation, blood killing revenge, anger as a power, vengeance as a tool. Spark teachings darkened up.)

 searing his back.


“You’ve brought me knowledge I already possess. And the lizard? Tell me you were able to accomplish that, at least.”

“He’s dead, my queen. Your interests in this Realm are safe.”

“My interests are yours, darling. Do try to remember it,” she said. 

He smiled. “Always.”

At the time Brin didn’t know who he was, and didn’t care. He hadn’t known or cared about Dal Felden or its people. She did. She’d been hunting for survivors. 

Shock had slammed down on her awhile ago. She had a vague sense of the ground under her feet and cold so fierce that her teeth chattered, but nothing else. She saw outlines, shapes and shadows, all of them meaningless. If anyone called out for help, she didn’t hear it. The cold at least kept her moving. 

Fatigue eventually made her stop. She fell and didn't bother to get up, and that was her mistake. It let her notice the light. A sudden glinting flash of light, a bright reflection in the grey. She moved toward it, interested; light had always tricked her.


It came from a bit of gold sticking out of the pants pocket of a very dead Imperial soldier. He wouldn’t miss it, and she had no great love for Shao Kahn’s officers. Or any particular respect for their belongings.

She squatted beside him and snagged what turned out to be a bit of chain with some broken bauble on it. Part of a fancy lady’s necklace. She wondered for a second who Leana was—that seemed to be the name on it, or part of a word, scraped loose and not all legible. 

It clearly wasn’t his. So he wasn’t just one of Kahn’s men, but a gutless thief, too. Literally gutless. Someone had carved him open, neatly in halves up to his neck, like a ghrel on the butcher’s block. Very precise. It was done with a steady and practiced hand--an impressively long cut for arm-blades. The worst of it was all one cut. In one fell stroke. She’d never seen the like.

That was going to smell in a day or so. But she’d be out of here by then. She’d get away. She had to. They were all dead, even the looters. There was no one left to save.

She moved to stand, and the chain slipped a little, brushing his face. His hand shot upward and gripped her arm. She fell, screaming, scrambling to get away with all her might. The flesh tore off the backs of her hands, tangled in his shattered fingernails. He clutched her wrists so tightly they went numb, keeping them against each other—she couldn’t stab him without chopping off her own hands. He didn’t seem to care that she was kicking him harder than she’d kicked anything in her life, shrieking bloody blue murder in a vain effort to wake the dead.

Not that they would help her. It was too late now, anyway. Her hungry spark had already caught the life in him and was pulling it to her.

She howled with his voice and trailed off choking, unable to do anything but wheeze in the grip of his pain. It hammered over her nerves; she heard and felt everything, fire and darts and the seasick throb of poison. It was the blade, a single curve of cutting light—that was what had finished him. It finished her. She would die. She would die from this pain if she could stop gagging on it.

Brin forced her head to the side, away from him, and threw up.

If only he would pass out. That would break the connection. He held to consciousness with a strength that dismayed her. He was awake, lucid and staring at her with calm, focused hate that chilled her through the agony.

My Master was particularly interested in the morning that I killed my best friends.


I’d never been friends with Kitana’s girls; I played too rough. That was fine for arena practice. It was miserable for tea parties. Those always became an attempt by some curious girl to get at my veil, anyway. Dargon province almost erupted in riots because I broke Ceraline’s nose. She ripped out double handfuls of my hair in her effort to untie my mask. I swatted her without thinking, just with the back of my hand. She crumpled, folding up faster than a house of cards, choking on her own blood as she screamed.

After that, even my sister stopped trying to include me.

It hadn’t mattered so long as I knew Felix and Alicia, the lord and his lady, perfect and gleaming from their perch on the shelves. They were my favorite bookends. We talked for hours. He was a naval captain and she came from a silk-farming family, and they wanted nothing more in the world than to build themselves a nice home on the top shelf one day. I could tell them anything, and always they smiled.

They were hollow inside and their fixed faces stared at me with blank accusation. Felix’s did. Alicia’s had shattered in completely; she fell on her head. There was porcelain dust in the carpet from then on. I could never get it all out; I replaced the rug but the memory lingered.


Shinnok liked the whole idea—he’s always been fond of regret.

(Outlining Help from the Cards)

I gave myself this reading for the plot of, specifically, THIS part of Shadows that I am wrestling with. It will therefore affect only this part.

I wish I had taken a photograph of it; the images made a startling sort of sense.

Recent Past: Knight of Swords, reversed

Querent: bottom card (hidden) Four Cups, reversed, appearing like the Hermit, crossed by Strength

Foundation: Three Cups

At the Top: Chariot and/or Three Swords

Recent Future: the Lovers

The four cards up the side, from bottom to top: One Pentacle, Two Pentacles, The Emperor and/or the King of Wands, reversed, and the Priest

Outcome: the Priest

OUTCOME: Priest: If I could rename this card, I would call it The Advocate instead of the Hierophant to describe my vision of what this card means. Hierophant is described in the dictionary as being a priest in ancient Greece, an advocate, or an expositor. An expositor is one who explains or interprets. 

According to Joan Bunning, the Hierophant represents education, learning, conformity, group identification, and belief systems. We all learn by living with others. The Hierophant represents churches, schools, clubs, companies and societies because his realm is structured groups, rules, rituals, procedures, and assigned roles. Members are rewarded for following institutions and their value systems instead of following internalized independent ideals. The card represents when the blind following of tradition or conformity can be enriching or stifling. 

Card Meaning 

The Hierophant's role is the gift of learning, the ability to balance one's own counsel against that of the group. Wisdom doesn't solely belong to external or internal forces. Relationships with others can be enriching or stifling. Keeping only one's own counsel isolates one from others and any support or comfort gained in a group. Wisdom is learning the best times to accept or to contribute to the support and comfort of others. True wisdom is a complex balancing process of weighing both internal and external factors. This is why the scene isn't inside a church or temple but outside in the moonlight in a simple setting. True wisdom doesn't require trappings of glorification, which indicate unnecessary arrogance of position. Jesus humbly prays on a plain black rock instead of an elegantly decorated altar. Being outside in moonlight also pays homage to the mother side of God. In my opinion, the need for God's image to be male or female is a human need. The Creator doesn't really need a gender if we are all participants in the wondrous acts of the universal mind.

HER MEMORIES OF BEING RESURRECTED, AND OF BEING KILLED, CAN BE ADDRESSED HERE!

I didn’t think I’d ever be one of them. I knew I’d never look like them, for one. My features were slim and small, vestigial compared to theirs. My only major difference from my sister was a tiny spar of bone in either wrist; it ached in cold water or itched a little when I was angry. But I knew, I just knew, that I was nothing like these people.

These people. What an odd way to think of them, a rude thing to call them. These people are my people, now.

Shouldn’t that worry me? Shouldn’t it make my blood run cold?

Why do I feel smug, instead?

*
*
*

Diary: What kind of ‘dojo’ do you know of that teaches group maneuvers and combat using big killer sparkly things? Not that any of us have the time to worry about it, or change it much, because

*
*
*

The evening before Tantiss. Mileena returns, causes a ruckus, Brin cries in her beer. Or rather her cha’teel. Gets the whatsis from Armano-a communication with Shang Tsung? Scary-type ending.

*
*
*

The fight begins in Tantiss.

*
*
*

Come. I'll not having this, you're skulking about in the dark and brooding all the time." 

She folded her arms, tilted her head, and affected a pout. She had no right to look as charming as she did while doing it, either. "Even after I brought you such a nice present." She sounded almost petulant.

had the good sense to quit while he was ahead.

She served Shinnok, now. Calmly sat there and did everything but tell him as much. He might never get a stronger, clearer answer out of her than the jagged scratches on his face. If she felt anything now, it was fear, or hatred, or some other dark emotion that was as far from what they'd once shared as it was possible to be. And still she smiled at him. Betrayal. His and hers. Weren’t they a fine matching set.

Well, now. The fact that they aren’t working with Kitana does change a lot. For one thing, the significance of Tantiss: I’m thinking Brin wants to go there, to deliver Mileena to Shang Tsung. But I may be getting ahead of myself, there.

Remember, too, that Kung Lao is Kitana’s new bed-warmer. And that Kitana is corrupted by Shao Kahn’s powers. That’s going to be fun-Kitana the Red Queen, the Queen of Hearts! “Off with their heads!” >^D

They’re all so excited that they ignore signals that, as Mileena ruefully notes later in her diary “should have screamed “BAIT”, curse us all for fools. Especially me.” So they’re up to that, and Kitana’s agents are organizing militia police, and that’s how the two camps run into each other.

Love saves nothing. There are no heroes. Mileena lives by these truths. Recent events may destroy them, or her. AU: post-MKG, twists canon, adds OCs. Violence, blood, sensuality. R&R?

THIS IS FOR PART FOUR:

IV: Reactive Voice
“You did,” I said, “forget one thing.”

His smile was even colder, even uglier, than mine. “Name it.”

“Shinnok.”

TO BE CONTINUED…

