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Chapter 1
 
   The persistent clank-clank of government issue boots on metallic flooring echoed down the hallway, doing nothing to quell the sense of foreboding that was growing in Sal’s belly. He hitched his shoulder, trying to loosen the knot that was already threatening to form there.
 
   The call had only come in about fifteen minutes ago. His first reaction had been one of elation. Weeks of blood, sweat, and tears were finally going to pay off. He was going on his first mission!
 
   But even as his spirits soared, a dark cloud spread over the horizon. Why him? Why now? He’d always heard that a newbie might wait months or even years for his first covert op, as SEAL missions had grown scarce under the last few presidents. And yet here he was, barely out of training, and already going out. Was he that good, or the mission that impossible?
 
   That dark cloud grew to a thunderhead as he entered the briefing room and recognized two of the three faces as members of his graduating class. That impossible, he groaned inwardly. After a moment’s pause, he angled toward Michael Andrews.
 
   Andrews had been known as “Hood” back in boot camp, a nickname born like many others—as a good-natured insult. He was a former gang-banger from the Bronx, and had seen more death in his first seventeen years than most people do in their entire life, so it sort of made sense that he had such a calm, almost cavalier attitude. Surprisingly, that cavalier attitude translated into one of the most refined senses of humor that Sal had ever encountered. Nothing seemed to rattle the man, and nothing was too sacred to poke fun at. Apparently, that was a characteristic the Navy really liked seeing in their snipers. Good thing, since that’s all he’d ever wanted to be anyway. To hear him tell it, he was living his dream—getting paid to sit on his can and do nothing while the Navy shipped him to every exotic point on the map. But boisterous as he was, Hood knew when to put it away and get down to business.
 
   “Hey, Sally-boy,” Hood greeted Sal as he took his seat.
 
   Sal chuckled at Hood’s ultra-Bronx accent, wondering for the millionth time just how much of it was real and how much was put on. “Wallbanger been in yet?” he asked.
 
   “Nah. He’s prolly still in the galley, bustin’ some poor schlum’s chops over da cuisine.”
 
   “Yeah,” said the man seated in front of Hood, Dewayne Gunter. Gunter was your typical small-town hero-all-state quarterback who went to college on a football scholarship and Daddy’s money, only to let his four-year degree go to waste when he decided to enlist. He was a likable enough guy, a bit too big for his britches but alright overall. “You’d figure after a hundred years on a tub, Walsh’d be used to the three hots that came with the cot.”
 
   “Like you ever learned to appreciate ‘free’, All-Star,” Sal ribbed, drawing jeers from Hood and the officer seated across the aisle, Randy Tillman.
 
   Seeing Tillman there gave Sal hope, meager though it was. In his last two years as a SEAL, Tillman had been out on ten missions—four of them as support for various guerilla cells in the Middle East, and six as covert ops. His last mission had gone bad, though, and he’d spent a few weeks in the hospital as a result. Seeing him there and laughing along with the rest of them lifted Sal’s spirits immensely.
 
   “Pipe down, ladies,” a deep voice rumbled into the room, preceding an impressive specimen of military training and servitude—Nathan Walsh, Commander, US Navy. “Eyes front, lips locked. This briefing is classif—”
 
   “Oh crap, we’re gonna die,” came a voice hard on Walsh’s heels, echoing Sal’s own fears.
 
   The big black man slowly turned around and took in the late-comer. “Everett. So nice of you to join us. I trust my little briefing didn’t cause too much of a scheduling conflict for you?”
 
   “N-no, sir,” answered Everett, yet another of Sal’s alums. It was a running joke during Hell Week that Dale “Booby Trap” Everett would be late for his own funeral. By the look on Wallbanger’s face, that joke might have been up for review.
 
   “So glad to hear it. Would you please take your seat so that I may continue? If it’s not too much trouble, of course.”
 
   “No, sir—I mean, yes sir—I mean…” Without another word, Boob took his seat.
 
   “Thank you kindly,” Walsh said, once more proceeding to the front of the room. “As I was saying, this briefing is classified. All material discussed, no matter how widely known to the general public, will be considered safeguards information. You don’t so much as breathe a word of it to your teddy bear.”
 
   He retrieved a remote control from a podium in the corner of the room and pressed a button. A flat panel monitor slowly descended from the ceiling, revealing the handsome—if haughty—image of a man known to all present.
 
   “Hans Merrick,” Walsh began. “Doctor, geophysicist, suspected terrorist. It was his research of isotopic manipulation that gave birth to the geomedical field, utilizing inorganic materials to achieve organic response. Hailed as a modern-day alchemist, his research has the potential to revolutionize every aspect of our society.”
 
   The image shifted to that of a building, also well-known to those present. “The Merrick Building at the University of Bagdad, commissioned in honor of his role in eradicating Chaldaean flu, a disease that had killed thousands and had moved the UN to quarantine the entire region. Merrick is considered a hero by many in that corner of the world…”
 
   Again the scene shifted, this time showing the same building engulfed in orange flame and black smoke. The timestamp of the image dated it less than a month old. “…but apparently not by all,” he continued. “His motivations have proven to be… less than altruistic.”
 
   The monitor then flickered between a number of scenes, showing Merrick time and again with soldiers of various races and uniforms. “Mosul. Jakarta. The Sudan. Muslim jihadis. Christian cultists. Taoist separatists. Merrick has graced the cover of every propaganda flyer and supported every extremist cause on the planet. As brilliant as he is, he has proven time and again that his only priority is himself.”
 
   Walsh continued to talk as the monitor flickered, each scene more disturbing than the last. The images moved on from soldiers to laboratories, from test subjects to corpses. Men, women, old, young, everyone seemed represented in those hateful pictures. Sal felt his gorge rise as the neo-Nazi progression grew worse.
 
   Finally, the screen went black, and Walsh addressed the team directly. “Global outrage at Merrick’s research methods—even at the expense of those we might consider enemies—has moved the Administration to approve covert action. Our orders are quite simple, really. Go in, retrieve the good doctor and whatever materials are convenient, and get out. Merrick is to be taken alive if possible, of course”, he sighed, overtly displaying his view of that, “but his heath and well-being are not mission priorities.”
 
   Walsh fell silent for a moment to let the gravity of the mission sink in. Einstein or Mengele, Hans Merrick was the most revolutionary scientist of his time, and rightly so. The guy was a veritable case study in German advancement through unlimited resources. His father immigrated to the States in the sixties to work on the moon project. He sent for his wife and infant son a year later. The younger Merrick grew up living the American dream by German standards. He boarded at all the finest schools, received the finest education. Any river that crossed his path, he built a bridge over. Any locked door, he battered down. Nationality, prejudice, money, ethics-nothing stood in his way for long. More, nothing could touch him. In many ways, he embodied everything the Fatherland revered. In other ways, everything they feared.
 
   And Lieutenant James Salvatori, US Navy SEAL, was being given orders to take him out. Casting his eyes about the room, he took in his teammates and realized just how confident the Department of Defense was of their success.
 
   ***
 
   Sal let loose a yawn as the briefing came to a close. Geez, two and a half hours. The old man sure knew how to drag one out. Sal indulged himself in a long, slow stretch, relishing the crackles and pops his spine let out.
 
   “Don’t get too comfortable there, Sally-boy,” Hood muttered over his shoulder, pushing his chair back as he stood. “Ol’ Wallbanger’s liable ta think yer sweet on him.”
 
   “Dollars to doughnuts he’d get off on it,” Sal replied wryly, subtly snagging one of Andrews’ favorite sayings.
 
   “See, I knew you was a frikkin’ homo da moment I laid eyes on ya.”
 
   Sal couldn’t help but laugh and play along. “You’re just pissed ‘cuz I ain’t hit on you, ain’tcha, big boy?” Andrews casually winked at Sal and blew him a kiss, eliciting more laughter.
 
   He liked Hood. Everybody did. Hood was just one of those guys that you took to right away. That was his strength—he inspired confidence, trust. He had a way about him that set a person completely at ease. He was the grease in their gears, and it all came naturally to him. It was just the way he was. “C’mon, I’ll buy you a beer.”
 
   “Arright, but I don’t put out on da first date,” Hood cautioned.
 
   ***
 
   The officer’s club was packed that night. That suited Sal just fine, because what he wanted to talk about wasn’t for the ears of the general public.
 
   “So what’s your take on all this Merrick crap?” he asked Hood as he tipped up his longneck.
 
   “Personal opinion? I tink it’s a death trap.”
 
   “Well, Walsh said as much in the briefing.”
 
   “Yeah, but I’m not talkin’ about da guards or whatever else Merrick has on dat base. I mean, tink about dis. Here we got dis supergenius who’s hostin’ Lifestyles of da Rich and Power Hungry. He don’t care who he hurts, who he helps, or what global consequence it brings. All he’s worried about is ‘what new kinda weird stuff can I pull off today?’ He’s like a kid who found his daddy’s stash o’ porn and don’t mind tapin’ da centerfolds all over da bedroom wall, ‘cuz he knows Daddy ain’t gonna do nothin’ but stroll aroun’ da room hisself. So what happens when we come tryin’ ta crash da party? He’s gonna hear us comin’ a mile away. And it ain’t gonna matter a bit ta him if he kills off every one o’ his guards or whatever, just so long as he comes out on top. Everyone in dat base besides him is expendable.”
 
   “Good point,” Sal conceded. “Kinda like we’re expendable because all the Navy really wants is the technology.”
 
   “Yup,” Hood said, taking a swig of his beer. “So why ain’t you off in a corner, cowering in a puddle of your own piss?”
 
   Sal noticed immediately that Hood had dropped much of his New York-flavored accent, but schooled his face to show indifference. Whatever Hood’s game was most of the time, he was deadly serious right now, and Sal had no desire to insult whatever trust his friend was granting him.
 
   “I dunno,” Sal said noncommittally. “Because it’s the right thing to do. Because it’s necessary. Maybe I die over there, maybe I don’t, but somebody needs to take care of Merrick before he sets his sights on something a bit more permanent. What if he takes it into his head to become the next Hitler? It’s definitely in his blood, and he’s already shown just how little regard he has for life as it is. If he decides tomorrow to take over the world, he’s smart enough to do it, and he won’t care how high the body count is or who winds up on that pile, so long as he gets what he wants. He needs to be reined in, and I mean now, before our sacrifice becomes a futile one.”
 
   Sal realized that he was starting to rave, so he raised his bottle to his lips, more to shut himself up than anything. He usually held his cards a little closer to his chest, but oddly, he didn’t feel bad for his outburst, his uncharacteristic lack of discretion. He was afraid. He could act tough all he wanted to, put up a brave front, hold his head high with some air of nobility, but it all came back to the same thing. Necessity be damned, justification be damned, he was afraid. He was almost surely going to die on this mission, and there wasn’t anything he could do about it.
 
   What, go AWOL? His honor would forever be tarnished, his principles forever compromised. Sure, he’d still be alive, but what kind of life would that be? His nation had called upon him, and he’d rejected that call. He would live a life of shame and die a miserable, lonely old man. So he really had no choice. He’d heed the call, satisfy his honor and principles, and sign his own death warrant. Didn’t make him feel a hair better about the prospect.
 
   “See, that’s just the thing,” Hood said, almost too softly to be heard over the din of the crowded officer’s club. His eyes were bright, staring at some point far away. “The Navy can say what it wants, but I don’t believe we’re gonna die. Not all of us, anyway.”
 
   Hood took a deep breath and turned his too-bright eyes at Sal. Those eyes made him uncomfortable, as if they were seeing into his very soul. Maybe he even saw a touch of madness within their red-veined borders. Or maybe... hope?
 
   Hood laughed at Sal’s slack-jawed expression. “Yeah, I know what you’re thinkin’. I would too, if I was in your shoes. ‘The Yankee done went off the deep end’,” he drawled, completely mangling Sal’s own southern accent. “I can’t explain it, Sally-boy, but I got this gut feeling. Ever since Walsh ran the video, I’ve had this—I dunno—peaceful feeling inside me. I mean, yeah, it’s gonna be real bad, but there’s something more to this mission, bro. There’s an opportunity here...” His voice trailed off as he spoke, and his eyes drifted again to that far-away point.
 
   Sal ran his tongue over his dry lips. Dry not out of fear, but out of... what? Excitement? Inexplicable, but true. “What kind of opportunity?” he asked in spite of himself.
 
   “Something... more,” he struggled, searching for the words to accurately express his feelings. “Something incredible is gonna happen. And we’re gonna be a part of it.”
 
   “Yeah, we’re gonna get our Navy SEAL butts handed to us,” Sal scoffed, trying his best to shake the spell Hood had over him.
 
   “Maybe,” Hood shrugged, completely nonplused by this insight he had—and yet completely unafraid.
 
   And for one brief moment, Sal shared his insight.
 
   That hopeful feeling faded in an instant, and as the night went on, even that short conversation faded, leaving behind nothing but a pair of drunk SEALs who, blessedly, didn’t follow their urge to blow off some steam with some of the more irritating patrons of the officer’s club.
 
   But even though Sal couldn’t remember a word of that conversation later, he did carry something with him out of it. He was no longer afraid. He couldn’t explain the transformation—couldn’t even put a finger on when the change took place—but it was there all the same. And as far as Sal was concerned, so much the better.
 
   ***
 
   The following two weeks went by in a blur. The team members were all used to the rigors of training, the grueling schedule that necessarily preceded any op. Training for a real op was no different than training for a staged one. You play like you train, so every training session had to be real. Granted, they could have used more time to get used to each other, to get to know how the others thought so they could anticipate each other’s actions in the heat of battle, but time was a luxury that was in short supply. So whatever might happen on the mission, they were as ready as they would ever be.
 
   As they trained, intel for the op flooded in. The investigation of the Merrick Building fire actually turned up more information than was expected, though none of it got to the mainstream media. It seemed that Merrick had set the blaze himself, a “burning of the bridges” as it were. His research had kept him planted in Iraq for quite some time, but eventually his rambling spirit got the better of him. A somewhat scattered paper trail placed Merrick and his team in southeast Asia, and within days, the CIA found a fairly solid connection to a terrorist cell in Laos.
 
   Some four and a half miles below us right now, Sal thought to himself. He checked his parachute straps and oxygen mask for the hundredth time as the transport plane neared the drop zone. Looking around the red-lit cargo bay, he saw the other four checking and rechecking their own gear. He didn’t know if it made him feel better or worse to know that they were as nervous as he was.
 
   The mission plan itself was simple. The team was to fly into Laos, perform a high altitude drop into the compound where Merrick was suspected of being, and land atop a squat, wide barracks. They would enter the building through a roof hatch, and proceed along the main hallway to a hidden laboratory on the north end of the building. Then they’d enter the lab, obtain an external harddrive that was supposed to contain the bulk of Merrick’s encrypted research notes, and then either capture Merrick alive or reduce him to so much hamburger meat. Simple.
 
   The problem was going to be the lab. Or more specifically, the experiments being conducted therein.
 
   According to Naval Intelligence, Merrick’s research was entering a very volatile stage, which the Navy determined would best be conducted under the most controlled circumstances. The project currently “employed” scientists from nearly every field of research. Quantum Physics, Astrophysics, Cellular Biology—even Parapsychology had a role in this one. And as always, Dr Merrick represented Geophysics.
 
   Shortly following the CIA’s discovery, US Spynet satellites picked up radioactive blooms in Northern Laos consistent with Dr Merrick’s description of subatomic restructuring. Intel pinpointed Merrick’s base of operations in an hour, and had a man on the inside within twenty four. He confirmed that Merrick had torched the Bagdad facility himself, sort of finalizing his divorce from any semblance of legitimacy. He celebrated his newfound freedom by plunging headlong into his work. The first radiation related death was documented a few days later. Apparently, Merrick was using Laotian Army recruits as human lab rats. Intel had it that the Laotians were growing arms and legs in all kinds of unnecessary areas. Worse, not all the human testing had been intentional. In the interest of world health, the chain-of-command decided it was time to take action.
 
   But as far as Sal was concerned, he wasn’t too keen on the idea of having seven fingers himself.
 
   “Sixty seconds to drop,” came a voice over the loudspeakers.
 
   “Betcha dollars ta doughnuts dey ain’t left da light on for us,” Hood muttered, his ultra-Bronx accent firmly in place.
 
   As the digital readout on the wall ticked off the seconds from sixty, the rear door of the transport slid open, revealing twenty five thousand feet of pitch black. “Yep, I told ya,” Hood shouted before his voice was drowned out. A blast of subtropical wind, relatively warm even at this altitude, filled the cargo bay, stinging Sal’s eyes and momentarily stealing his breath. Any wisecracks Hood might have had left were silenced as the calm certainty of their training asserted itself over them.
 
   That calm echoed in Tillman’s voice as the team commander and veteran shouted, “Lock and load.” Weapons sang out in unison as their actions were cycled, the sound punctuated by a chorus of fire selectors coming off Safe. Sal donned, fit, and cleared his oxygen mask, then slid his night-vision goggles over his eyes. The darkness around him sprouted white and green blooms.
 
   A count of ten by the pilot and they were out, free falling into the Asian night. Sal twisted his body, flinging his arms out as windbreaks, and steered clear of his comrades. The wind tore at his jumpgear, threatening to rip it from his body as he fell. What wind did make it past his jumpgear stung his exposed skin like millions of microscopic needles. His stomach churned at the feeling of weightlessness. It was all so exhilarating, yet he pushed his excitement to the side almost effortlessly. Even as he watched the lighter green of the ground rush up to meet him, he felt nothing but calm. He was a bird of prey, and the sky was his dominion.
 
   Training was still in full control as the target building came into view. Sal made a few last second adjustments, then pulled the ripcord. The black silk chute billowed out behind him, caught the air, and snapped him back like a dog reaching the end of his leash.
 
   Sal grasped the stirrups and gained control of his descent. Angling almost parallel to the roof, he slowed enough that he barely had to run out his speed as he touched down. He unbuckled his chute and raised his MP5, scanning the rooftop for any unexpected visitors. Besides himself and the four greenish-white blobs of his SEAL team, they were alone. He silently berated the base commander for the lack of security. The man obviously wasn’t fit to wear the uniform, Laotian or otherwise. Sure, it made Sal’s job that much easier, but it was with professional pride that Sal sniffed his disdain anyway. He lowered his weapon and trotted over to join the others. Everett had already popped the lock on the roof hatch, and was stowing his gadget bag of micro explosives and booby traps when Sal arrived.
 
   They dropped one by one into the hallway below, each man doing a quick scan for guards. Still no sign of life. Was the team really that good? Nah, Sal thought. The floor’s probably restricted to scientists only. He began to feel uneasy anyway.
 
   The team started to make their way to the north along the corridor. Tillman barked orders as loud as his hand signals would shout them. Gunter took point, followed by Sal, Everett, and Tillman. Hood brought up the rear.
 
   The team crept silently down the hall past room after empty room. At every intersection, Sal and Gunter staked out their spots on either side of the hallway. Back to the wall, they cautiously swept their gazes, and weapons, down the opposing corridors. But the corridors, like the rooms, were completely devoid of life.
 
   Three intersections and five minutes later, they stood outside the laboratory door. Light bled out from under the door and into the corridor. Tillman ordered goggles off, and gave Gunter a nod, motioning the rest of the team back against the walls of the hallway. Gunter took a deep breath, and kicked in the lab door. Machine gun fire from within summarily cut him in half.
 
   Before Gunter—either piece of him—had even hit the ground, gunfire rang out from behind the team. Chunks of plaster sprayed the four remaining SEALS as they ducked into the lab and dove for the nearest cover.
 
   “It’s a set-up!” Tillman hollered, firing his weapon blindly into the lab from behind a computer bank. Nothin’ gets by you, does it? Sal thought sardonically.
 
   The team was spread out thinly along the main research floor of the lab. Tillman’s computer bank was to the north of the doorway, and under heavy fire. Andrews was with him, covering the door as best he could. Sal was behind a thick wooden desk some five paces southeast of the doorway. Everett had been clipped coming through the door, and had fallen down some steps to the recessed experimentation floor, where he’d received a generous peppering of bullets.
 
   It appeared that he was right on time for his funeral, after all.
 
   From behind his desk, Sal started lining up targets. One by one, guards began to fall. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a mirror image of his strategy being played out on the opposite side of the room. Either Tillman or Hood had taken the initiative, and the enemy began to register some decent casualties. Things were starting to look up.
 
   From somewhere across the room, Sal heard a gurgling scream. Tillman. So much for being the veteran of the mission. Swallowing hard, Sal lined up another shot and fired. He would mourn for Tillman later, if he himself survived.
 
   Amidst the spray of bullets, Sal spied a flutter of white cloth as someone ducked into a side office about halfway down the near wall. There was only one thing it could be.
 
   A scientist, one of the garrison’s prized possessions. Possibly even Merrick himself, though Sal thought it was unlikely.
 
   Sal did some quick calculations. One SEAL—two, if Hood was still up. Three fresh mags, plus his sidearm and another forty five rounds. At least fifty Laotian regulars in the garrison, if the mission intel was accurate. He didn’t have to be a... well, scientist… to figure this one out. There was no way that he and Andrews were getting out of this alive, not without backup or a miracle.
 
   Or a hostage.
 
   He didn’t like the ethics of what he was proposing, but he liked dying even less. In a communist state where life was cheap, a country filled to the gills with terrorists, he didn’t stand much of a chance even with a high level hostage, but a slim chance was better than none at all.
 
   Taking a deep breath, he clenched his teeth, and leapt from the meager shelter his desk provided. Puffs of plaster dust bloomed where bullets planted themselves into the wall, following him as he bolted for the office door. One round struck a monitor in front of him, spraying his face with sparks and shrapnel. Hot, brilliant pain erupted in his skull as his left eye exploded. A cluster of bullets bit into his left hip deep enough to strike bone. Something pounded his body armor from behind, trying desperately to reach flesh. But Sal ran on through the storm of gunfire. That’s not to say the pain went unnoticed. Far from it. The pain and the fear—and forward momentum—kept him moving as best he could, his one-eyed vision tunneling until he could only see the doorway to the side office.
 
   Sal threw himself through the opening, barely keeping his feet. The office was small enough that he didn’t have to get his bearings. It was about twenty feet by thirty, scattered with those metal desks that militaries the world over were so fond of. Seeing the object of his pursuit, he resisted the urge to duck for cover behind one of the metal hulks. The scientist stood against brick outer wall of the barracks, oddly calm for a cornered man. Without breaking stride or even slowing, Sal dove at the scientist, bringing his weapon to bear. He didn’t need the scientist healthy... just breathing.
 
   All at once, time seemed to slow to a crawl. Sal watched with agonizing clarity as the man in the white lab coat raised his hand toward Sal. The man’s face twisted with such hatred that Sal might have pulled up short if he could have. The man’s eyes flashed briefly... then changed. Whatever they had been before, now they were orbs of polished rock, brownish grey with black flecks throughout.
 
   Sal felt his feet leave the floor as his dive continued.
 
   There, in that split-second of frozen time, the man’s arm was fully extended toward Sal, fingers upward, as if commanding him to stop. As he watched, a ball of rock materialized out of thin air before the man’s hand, then launched itself at him. It seemed the only thing in the world moving the right speed, a blur of brown that plowed into Sal’s right shoulder. He felt the joint give way as his shoulder dislocated. But his momentum carried him forward, and he started to spin away from the impact.
 
   After an eternity, he struck the man full in the chest, left shoulder first. Instinctively, Sal grabbed at the nearest convenient appendage and held on tight as they tumbled toward the brick wall.
 
   But instead of stopping, the two men continued to fall, the wall not hindering them in the slightest.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
   Pain. Just… pain.
 
   Waves of agony washed over Sal as he shifted position, his limbs slowly returning to life and adding their voices to the cacophony of misery. His entire body was wracked with suffering of every type—the sharp, stabbing pain in his head, the low, throbbing pains in his side and back, the dull ache of his arms and legs. His entire body, from toenails to crew cut, screamed with it, filling the void of semi-consciousness with a single truth—he wasn’t dead yet. At that moment, the prospect was no great comfort.
 
   He almost drifted away again until he noticed something else. The smell. It was a musky, putrid smell, like some hellish combination of body odor, rotting corpses, human waste, and hot metal. True enough, the gunplay could account for all these smells—Lord knew that little workout had scared the crap out of him—but he made the terrible mistake of actually noticing all this. Now he was curious. More’s the pity. As his mind awoke to the “hows” and “whys” of his situation, the sweet darkness of oblivion fled him, leaving him to the hell of the waking world.
 
   More sensations came to him as he roused. The sound of suffering, and of comforting. The feel of the gritty ground below him, and the reeking stickiness of his clothes. He tried to open his eyes, but only his right one obeyed. Images swam in his vision, but nothing distinct. They were blurs, almost shadows of afterimages. He tried to force his remaining eye into service, but the effort only added to his headache, with his left eye pounding out a sharp counterpoint. He finally just gave up, offering silent thanks to the throbbing for slacking off.
 
   Wherever he was, it was dark and chilly. Paralyzed as his eyelids were, they still shut out most of the ambient light. That and the acoustics of the room reminded him of a cave of sorts, or maybe a large cellar?
 
   Even thinking too hard seemed to draw a complaint from his left eye. He raised a sluggish hand to his face, his joints screaming in protest. His fingers probed the area gingerly, seeking to gauge the damage to his ruined face, but instead of tattered meat and skin he found cloth—none too clean, by the feel, but cloth just the same. Someone had bandaged him up.
 
   “Leave it be,” a voice said. “I’ve sped up the healing process a bit, as much as I dare, but you should still keep it covered for at least another forty eight hours.”
 
   Sal groggily turned toward the voice. His remaining eye wavered in and out of focus, until finally locking in onto his companion. He was a young man, perhaps in his middle to late twenties, dressed in rags that hung loosely over his lean build. His hair was a chestnut brown sprinkled with premature grey. And his eyes were a glittering emerald green. His eyes... green from corner to corner! Sal started, fighting against weak muscles and dizziness to draw away.
 
   “Peace, my friend, relax,” the green-eyed man said, concern etched across his face. “You’re safe now—well, relatively speaking. No one’s going to harm you for the moment.”
 
   “Y-y-your eyes,” Sal panted, flopping lightheaded to the ground. “They’re green... I mean, really green!”
 
   This obviously confused the young man, but he could be no more confused than Sal himself. He’s got frikkin jewels in his head, for pete’s sake! Sal thought. And yet, they couldn’t be jewels—not real ones, anyway. Although the smooth green orbs looked for all the world like gemstones, Sal could feel their scrutiny as if they were natural. Inexplicably, he was sure they saw him.
 
   “Ahhh,” the man said as understanding dawned on him. Smiling, he closed his eyes. Sal saw a flash of light escape from between the lids. When the man opened his eyes again, they looked normal... or more normal, rather.
 
   “Better?” he asked. Sal nodded dumbly. He could still see hints of the gemstone hardness in the man’s irises, but it was good enough for now.
 
   “Guess I’ve still got the touch,” the stranger remarked, almost to himself. “Masking one’s eyes is a practice so outdated that few still know how. There are no Lynchers these days, of course, so most mages never bother to learn the technique. Anyway, I didn’t mean to startle you. I was just watching you for signs of infection, or any other health issue that might present a problem. The guards don’t take kindly to prisoners using their diverse talents, but a mage can get away with a few things, so long as he’s careful.”
 
   “Mage?” Sal tried to place the word, not completely alien to him.
 
   “Yes, mage,” his companion said with a smile, pleased to see his patient responding, perhaps. “Magic users. You know, like myself. No? Surely you’re not banged up that badly. Even the mundane of the Outer Reaches…” He let his voice trail off as he noticed that he was losing his audience. Sal could almost see the terms and phrases whizzing over his head.
 
   “Right, then. One thing at a time,” the self-proclaimed mage said. He offered Sal his hand. “Jaren Fiol, mage of the Emerald Order, formerly of Darsen’s Way, now fellow inmate. At your service, sir.”
 
   “Lieutenant James Salvatori, United States Navy,” Sal grunted, dubiously taking Jaren’s hand in his unsteady grip. It wasn’t until he had his hand back that he realized that he’d used his right hand. “How...?”
 
   “The shoulder?” Jaren asked. “Emeralds employed by the jail, most likely. I got a look at you when they first brought you in. You were pretty banged up, if you don’t mind me saying, and the staffers were none too thorough with their patch job on you. Barely healed you enough to keep the blood inside, the barmy hacks. They left almost a double handful of those metal pellets in your body! It took me near an hour to seal all the holes, what with the meager dribble of mana that the guards allow us to wield in here…”
 
   The bullets! Sal thought back to the raid. He must have taken a dozen rounds or more. Those alone would take weeks to mend properly, but for the life of him, he couldn’t feel a single one. Gingerly, he ran a hand along his left side, searching for the bullet holes that peppered him, but all he found were a few small, puckered scars. What in blue blazes—?
 
   “I wish I could do something about your eye,” Jaren continued. “Even if they gave you proper access to a healer this very moment, I doubt they could repair it properly. Even I couldn’t do it, and I must say my command of the emerald soulgem is quite extensive. Your injury’s practically set now. You’d have to gouge it back out and start all over at the nerve to—”
 
   Sal’s mind reeled from the buzz of impossibilities. “What in the...? Are you saying that you could rebuild my eye?”
 
   “Of course,” Jaren shrugged, nonchalant. “I am an emerald, after all.”
 
   “I don’t care who or what you are! That kinda thing’s just not possible. If someone loses a body part, you can’t just put the scraps together and make a new one.”
 
   “Why not?” Jaren asked, now completely at a loss.
 
   “What do you mean, ‘why not’? You just can’t do it!” Sal shouted incredulously. Or tried to shout, anyway. What actually came out was more like a wheeze. “I mean, that’s like the sun shining purple! Or the Cubs winning the Series! Or flying horses!”
 
   “Well, I’ve never seen a purple sun, true enough. And I can’t say what cubs or series you’re referring to. But as to flying horses, the Earthen Rank is in no short supply, let me tell you,” Jaren said, jabbing a thumb back over his shoulder.
 
   As Sal followed Jaren’s aim, he got his first good look at his surroundings. He lay against the back wall of some stone building, in a large open room with filthy bodies sprawled all over the dirt floor. Rotting corpses lined one of the side walls. And some of the living didn’t seem too far from joining them. Ragged clothing was in abundance, stripped from the maggot-ridden bodies of the dead. Sal was suddenly very conscious of his makeshift eye patch.
 
   Metal bars lined the front of the communal cell, allowing semi-fresh air and sunlight to flood in from the courtyard beyond. And in that courtyard, plain as day, stood a small herd of winged horses in armored livery, with guards in matching leathers.
 
   “Dear God, where am I?” Sal said breathlessly.
 
   “The prison at Schel Veylin,” the young man answered sympathetically, mistaking the disbelief in Sal’s voice.
 
   ***
 
   Jaren prattled on about this issue or that for quite a while before abruptly cutting himself off. “You need rest,” he stated judiciously. “Call me if you need anything, and I’ll attend you if I’m able.”
 
   “How’s about a lobotomy?” Sal croaked.
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Never mind.”
 
   As the “mage” departed, Sal nodded to himself. Yep. I’ve gone off the deep end. You’d figure I could at least conjure up a better looking cell in the asylum or something. But no, that didn’t seem right. As much as he’d like to chalk this whole experience up to insanity, it didn’t seem to fit. Simply the fact that he was “with it” enough to suggest insanity seemed to lend itself to the contrary. Okay, so if I’m not crazy, then what? Surely this can’t be real!
 
   Could it?
 
   Sal spent the better part of the day playing with the logic, but every road seemed to lead back to reality. He could feel the pain, the scars, the mound of eyeball where there should have been an empty socket, so hallucination was out. It couldn’t be a dream, because things were just too vivid, with too much detail to minutia. The winged horses, for example—they looked too real to be imaginary, from the ratted manes to the discolored hooves of one of the studs. There was the matching livery of the guards—not a color nor design that he would imagine, let alone choose for himself even in his wildest imaginations. Then there was the agonizing slowness with which the day progressed! My God, if this is a dream, I should at least be able to skip forward a few hours! He even continued to try out the insanity plea, but every examination of his situation would reveal scattered details and nuances that made too much sense for this to be a world of his own imagination.
 
   Finally, fatalistically, he gave up his quest. As unimaginable as the situation was, Sal had to admit that it was really happening. He was really here... wherever ‘here’ was. But realization and acceptance were worlds apart, and Sal continued to wrestle with the two for quite a while.
 
   Jaren returned a short while later. “Ready to brave the evils of this world?” he quipped, making as if to help Sal up. Looking around, Sal noticed that the other prisoners had started lining up at the cell door before guards laden down with large wooden buckets. Chow call, he realized. Wonder how the food is here in Wonderland?
 
   He waved off Jaren’s proffered hand and struggled to his feet, fending off unconsciousness and his benefactor’s repeated attempts to help him. He knew how weakness would be looked upon by the more enterprising inmates. They weren’t in jail for nothing, and some truths were just universal. However he’d managed to survive that doomed raid on Merrick’s lab, he wouldn’t survive this jail very long if he came across as a complete invalid.
 
   Sal tottered off toward the line. Jaren bent to scoop up two well-used bowls, then followed close at hand, doggedly ready to assist.
 
   The line moved slowly forward, as each moldering prisoner received their pitiful portion and wandered off into some dark corner to dine, mindful of hungry eyes. Sometimes one would go in search of a weak prisoner and a second helping. Invariably, the weaker inmate cried out for help. Sometimes the call would be answered by a good samaritan—or at least, Sal suspected, someone looking for a future favor. Just as often, the call went unanswered. Fights broke out. Meals were stolen. But the guards paid no heed; they just kept doling out their pasty, grey slop, and the line kept moving.
 
   Sal and Jaren finally got their portions, and headed back toward their spaces along the back wall, holding their bowls close. Sal tried valiantly to stagger with confidence, hoping to discourage would-be bullies. It didn’t work.
 
   About halfway to their destination, a cellblock thug stepped into their path. He was tall and thickly built, with corded ropes of muscle showing through wherever his many tattoos would allow. And he was smiling.
 
   The thug barely glanced at Jaren, writing off whatever power an emerald whatever-he-said might have. He stared directly at Sal without saying a word. He didn’t have to. His bunched muscles and evil grin said it all. 
 
   Sal felt his training try to kick in, but it fizzled and died like a starter on a chipped flywheel. Still, he set his chin. He wouldn’t win this fight, he knew, but he would fight all the same. The goon stepped forward and snatched the bowl from Sal’s grip, shoving him to the ground almost as an afterthought.
 
   Fight over. That didn’t last long.
 
   Light glinted from Jaren’s face, and Sal guessed that his eyes had changed back to that wicked green that had colored them when Sal had first met him.
 
   “Uh uh uh, mage,” the tough said, wagging his finger at Jaren. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you. You know the penalty for magic in here. You might wind up in tomorrow’s slop bucket,” he sneered.
 
   The tough turned to make off with his ill-gotten goods, but found his way blocked. A pair of dangerous looking men, though both a full head shorter than the goon, stared him down. Sal squinted up at them, and thought for a moment he was seeing double. The pair could have been twins.
 
   “Are you sure you want to do that?” asked the taller of the two, casually.
 
   “Personally, Reit, I’d hate to be the one to fall asleep in the same cell as the man I’d stolen from,” the shorter man cheerfully remarked to his friend. “No telling how such a person would exact revenge. Or his friends,” he added pointedly, casting a sly wink Sal’s way.
 
   The thug hesitated, his gaze sweeping between the two men. Finally, he glared back at Sal, and thrust the bowl at the taller of the two gentlemen. 
 
   “Wise move,” Reit said, receiving the bowl.
 
   Then the thug swung at the shorter of the pair. Lightning fast, the punch was caught, leaving the goon to stare in surprise at his restrained fist. “Not so wise move,” the taller brother said, shaking his head in pity.
 
   What happened next was hard for Sal to follow—not so much the skill in the martial arts he was witnessing, but the style itself. Hand-to-hand combat was a standard to the Navy SEAL training regimen, but the sheer speed and variety of moves astounded him. Punches and kicks came out of nowhere, then melted into blocks and throws. The shorter man seemed to flow around the thug, cuts and bruises seeming to just appear on the thug’s face.
 
   “I believe this is yours, sir,” Reit said, handing Sal the bowl. He glanced briefly at the melee, only mildly interested. “Pleased to finally make your acquaintance, by the way. Reit Windon du’Nograh, at your service. That flurry of death over there is my brother, Retzu.”
 
   As if to emphasize the point, Retzu spun a kick across the hoodlum’s chin, dropping him like so much dead weight. Sal noted that when Retzu crossed to join his brother, he wasn’t even sweating. A very dangerous pair indeed.
 
   “Greetings, mate,” Retzu said, taking Sal’s hand and pumping it firmly. “Good to finally see you up and about.”
 
   “Uh... hi,” was all that Sal could force out. He indicated the crumpled hoodlum where he lay groaning his misery. “Thanks for helping me with that guy.”
 
   “Oh, no worries there. Any friend of Jaren’s is a friend of ours.”
 
   Oddly, that was comforting to Sal. He’d definitely rather have Bruce Lee Junior here as a friend than... well, whatever he was to that bully.
 
   ***
 
   The brothers du’Nograh joined Jaren and Sal for “dinner”—if the term could honestly be applied to the revolting sludge, however loosely. As he ate—again, loosely applying the term—the brothers and Jaren made small talk, and Sal started to gain a sense of them.
 
   The brothers were twins, in fact, and almost identical. Reit was a hair taller than Retzu, and was more muscular where his brother was more sinuous, but other than that, their features were the same. They both had night-black hair hanging down to the middle of their backs. They both sported mustaches and goatees. They both had slightly tilted brown eyes and copper skin, though Sal could see very pale tan lines around the neck area. He almost couldn’t tell them apart until they spoke, but once they did, all trace of similarity vanished.
 
   Retzu was obviously the more outgoing of the two. He had a swaggering way about him, an arrogant lilt of his voice that reminded Sal of a snake oil salesman, able to sell water to a drowning man, and at a premium price to boot. If Sal was any judge, Retzu was imprisoned for theft, or something equally shady. He seemed one to play by his own rules. He had a quick wit and an infectious, if rascally grin. Sal liked him immediately.
 
   Reit, on the other hand, was his brother’s polar opposite. He was much more reserved than his brother, more thoughtful and precise. He was sparing with his words, and he guarded them judiciously. It was like pulling teeth to get the man to speak more than a few sentences at a time, and those ambiguous at best. But when he did speak, his intelligence rang through. For all that Retzu was carefree with his speech, Reit meticulously crafted his as if gilding the words for presentation at court. And though his words were few, the vocabulary he wielded was impressive, bespeaking an education that was clearly out of place in that dank, filthy prison. Political dissident, Sal decided.
 
   Even the brothers’ accents were different. While similar, each accent had its own distinct flavor to it. Jaren and Reit had an almost Queen’s English accent, while Retzu did a very good Cockney, if not Australian.
 
   “Truth be told, I’d never have chosen this goat-kissing part of the world myself,” Retzu was saying. “Too bloody humid for my taste. If not for the constraints of my… employment… I’d prefer the rolling hills of the Norwood Isles any day, the verdant green blanketed in a thick, morning mist that would burn off at the merest hint of a summer sun. Growing up in Aitaxen did have its perks, I must say. But to be perfectly honest, the peak of Mount Ysre—”
 
   Reit gagged a bit on his slop—which Sal didn’t find all that surprising—and Retzu broke off abruptly, turning his attention instead to stabilizing his brother’s condition. Sal thought he caught a pointed glance from Reit, and an abashed response from Retzu, but the looks were fleeting, there and gone as if they never were. It gave Sal the distinct impression that Retzu had almost let slip some dread secret.
 
   “Where’s Aitaxen?” Sal asked, not wanting to lose the momentum of the conversation but not wanting to revisit this Ysre.
 
   “The seat of the Titan Rebellion,” Retzu intoned theatrically. “Half a world to the west and north, off the coast of the Northern Plains. Jaren grew up not a league from there himself.”
 
   “So Darsen’s Way is kinda like a suburb?”
 
   “What’s a… sub-herb?” Retzu asked, mouthing the word as if unfamiliar.
 
   “It’s a… village that depends upon a larger city nearby,” Sal answered, doing his best to explain what he thought should have been a household term.
 
   “Then, yes,” Jaren concluded. “Darsen’s Way is a sub-herb. It’s a farming community within sight of Aitaxen’s walls. We grow potatoes and carrots and the like. Nothing much to speak of,” he chuckled, “which is why my ascension caused so much stir.”
 
   “Ascension?”
 
   “Another time, perhaps.”
 
   “Well, where is Aitaxen?” Sal pressed. “Maybe if you can draw me a map, I’ll have some idea of where I am, and maybe even figure out how to get home.”
 
   “A map? What... do you mean a chart?” Reit suggested. “I saw a drawing of the coastline one time, but I don’t know how well I could replicate it.”
 
   “Whatever, man. I mean, any help would be better than none.”
 
   Reit raised an eyebrow quizzically, but did as Sal asked.
 
   The map he scrawled in the dirt was an approximation at best. It featured a single large landmass, with a huge inland sea on its western borders and a mass of islands to the southwest. “The Norwood Isles are in this area here,” he said, waving generally to the northwest of the inland sea. “And we’re in Schel Veylin… right here,” he added, stabbing his finger into the heart of the landmass.
 
   Not much, but it’s a start, Sal thought. Now for some proportions. “How far away would you say it is? How long would it take you to travel there?”
 
   The brothers and Jaren consulted each other with looks and shrugs. “What… about six weeks to either Bayton or Eastwind Delta, then another week or two by sloop?” Jaren offered, pointing out areas to the east and south of the inland sea.
 
   “Yeah,” Reit confirmed. “Or about a month and a half, if we crossed the Plains and picked up a fishing boat north of Guard.” He tapped the shoreline to the extreme northwest, much farther out than the six weeks to the nearer ports of call. Sal wondered at the time discrepancy, but his concerns took him in a different direction.
 
   He stared at the map for a moment, slack jawed. The proportions couldn’t be right. What the men were describing—what Reit had drawn—was no mere island with strange people or strange animals. They were describing a continent.
 
   First confusion and then panic gripped him as his mind returned to questions of injury, hallucination, and insanity. His mouth worked soundlessly for a moment, the spit having dried up in his mouth. “That’s not Earth,” he muttered when he finally found his voice. “That’s not Earth.”
 
   “Well, granted it’s not all that accurate,” Reit said, a bit defensively. “But have you any idea how guarded ship captains are of their charts? It’s the Crafter’s own hand that I was able to glean even this much.”
 
   None of which Sal heard, of course. His mind was still racing with the implications of Reit’s drawing.
 
   In a valiant effort to focus on the problem at hand, Sal pushed his panic aside and attempted to sift through the information logically. If this was a different world, it would certainly account for how the seemingly impossible—magic, flying horses, rebuilt eyeballs, gemstone eyeballs—were so commonplace. Different worlds, different rules.
 
   And somehow, I wound up here, he concluded. The thought, so obvious as to be laughable, led to one more profound, sparking dimly at first, then growing into a beacon fire of hope.
 
   If there’s a way to this world, there has to be a way back.
 
   Before he could dwell on this further, Jaren took charge of his patient. “I think that’s enough conversation for one evening,” he said firmly. “You need your rest. No, no... there’s no point in protesting. I’d hate to have to risk the slop kettles just to put you to sleep, but I will if I have to.”
 
   Sal’s body chose that moment to agree. He hadn’t realized how late it had grown, or how tired he actually was. Sunlight outside the cage bars had evaporated, replaced with guttering torches. Looking around the cell, he saw very few figures silhouetted against bars. Nearly all of the inmates had gone to ground, preparing for another grueling day of survival-of-the-fittest. Sal decided there was wisdom in Jaren’s words. After all, it seemed that they had all the time in the world to talk. They weren’t exactly going anywhere.
 
   Sighing weakly, Sal obeyed, and fell asleep almost instantly amidst his companions’ hushed conversation.
 
   ***
 
   “I don’t know,” Reit said, glancing again at the stranger to make certain he was asleep. “Protecting the weak and injured is one thing. But I’m not prepared to risk spending the rest of my life, however short that might be, in prison by taking in a total stranger. Too much is at stake, Jaren, you know that!”
 
   Jaren sighed, shaking his head at his friend’s stubbornness. “How can you be so obstinate? Can’t you see he has nowhere else to go? If we don’t bring his with us, he’ll die in here,” he whispered vehemently.
 
   “He’ll have the same chance as the rest of them,” Reit waved his hand as if to take in the whole prison cell. “He seems a capable man, despite his injuries. I think he stands and excellent chance of finding his own way. And I won’t be saddled with questioning his intentions.”
 
   Jaren closed his eyes and took a calming breath, letting it out slowly, then continued as Reit waited patiently. “Look at him, el’Yatza! His wounds were very real, and very life-threatening. I should know. There is no way I can believe that they could have been staged for our benefit. Even the most hardened soldier would not subject himself to such willingly, not on the bare hope that the Rank mages would care enough to heal him before sending him in here. However he received those wounds, Sal is no friend to the Highest. I dare say, quite the opposite.”
 
   Reit remained unconvinced. “Are you willing to stake your life on that? Are you willing to stake mine?” He spoke softly, but Jaren could hear the razor sharp edge in his voice.
 
   “In two days, my emeralds will be here.” Jaren pressed. “He should be plenty strong enough to go with us by then. Once we’re out of the city, send him on his way, if you like, but don’t leave him in here to rot.”
 
   “And if he sounds an alarm?”
 
   Jaren winced inwardly, realizing he probably shouldn’t have mentioned the emeralds. Even in hushed conversation, he could have been overheard by an aspiring informant, looking to improve his living conditions. Especially if this Salvatori were that informant. If nothing else, the slip had no doubt added fuel to Reit’s opposition.
 
   Jaren could appreciate his friend’s reticence, and even understand his point of view, but he still held out hope. Reit ran his fingers through his night-black locks, his jaw set stubbornly. He shot molten glares as they debated quietly. He argued his objections doggedly. But never once did he invoke his authority as el’Yatza,as was his right, and issue an unequivocal “no”. The mage couldn’t help but respect him for that.
 
   After a long pause, Reit said, “There is something different about him. I noticed it when they first brought him in here.”
 
   “What? I didn’t notice the guards treating him any differently.”
 
   “I don’t know,” Reit admitted. “It’s not any one thing I can place. Just a feeling. Take the ‘official’ story is that he attacked a granite mage, for one. Look at him. You don’t get wounds like that fighting a granite. And that’s assuming you even survive.”
 
   “My thoughts exactly,” Jaren said. He knew it was best to let el’Yatza convince himself, but Jaren couldn’t contain himself. “There were bits of glass surrounding his eye that were thinner than anything I’ve ever seen before. And the pellets in his hip and torso? They could have been granite-made, but they were far too uniform to come from anything but a mold. Yet they were too long and pointy to be shot from a sling, and there were no wood slivers in the wounds left behind by arrow shafts. Then there’s the—”
 
   “Alright Jaren, enough,” Reit said, cutting him off. “Bad enough you make me question my judgment without you also subjecting me to one of your endless, scholarly dissertations.”
 
   Jaren’s mouth moved of its own accord for a few more moments before he was able to rein it in. When he’d finally composed himself, Reit continued. “He can come with us. How far, I haven’t decided yet. But he’s your pet project, my friend, and if I get even the hint that he means to betray us...” His voice trailed off as he glanced meaningfully over at his brother, sleeping peacefully a few feet away.
 
   Jaren understood him perfectly. They’d all been friends since youth, and had been through everything together. Girls. Magic. Rebellion. And still it baffled Jaren how Retzu could be so categorically different from Reit. It still amazed him how a man as witty and honorable as Retzu could have ever joined the Silent Guild, let alone become one of its most decorated—and deadliest—members.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
   The next morning found Sal feeling much stronger. His joints still ached somewhat, protesting the instant he made to stand, but even that was fading rapidly. Jaren, however, was taking no chances. Restraining him as soon as he was up, Jaren’s fully green gemstone eyes ran over Sal’s wounds, then the rest of his body, with a scrutiny that Sal found almost uncomfortable. Finally, Jaren nodded his approval; not a clean bill of health, but apparently a step in the right direction. Sal, on the other hand, felt that he could at least hold his own if another cell boss decided to come looking to him for a handout.
 
   But as luck would have it, he didn’t get the chance to find out. Breakfast came and went without incident. Sal was able to enjoy his grey-green sludge in peace. More’s the pity. Thankfully, a single ration of the stuff was only a few mouthfuls, so he was able to finish quickly, dealing with the taste after it was already down.
 
   As he drained his bowl, Jaren offered his portion. “You need this more than I do,” he said. Before Sal could protest—either by voice or by vomit—Jaren said, “You can eat it, or I can pour it down your gullet. I’m not going to eat it anyway, so you may as well save your strength.” The look in his gemstone eyes brooked no argument. Left no choice, Sal grudgingly accepted the bowl, trying his best to ignore the quivering in his stomach.
 
   “If you gentlemen would excuse me?” Jaren said a little too cheerfully, and walked over to the cell bars.
 
   “Where’s he going?”
 
   “To feed,” Reit said, pausing over his bowl to scowl after Jaren in envy .
 
   “Lucky minta’hk,” Retzu grumbled around a mouthful of slop.
 
   Sal stared bewilderedly. “Then why did he give me his bowl?”
 
   “He’s an emerald,” the twins said in unison.
 
   Whatever in the heck that means, he grumbled silently. Glancing once more at Jaren, now standing with his eyes upturned to the sun, Sal glumly returned his attention to the bowl.
 
   As was swiftly becoming the routine, the remaining three sat down after breakfast to let their food-and their complaining bowels-settle. Neither brother seemed much in the mood for talking just yet, so Sal turned his attention to Jaren, still standing by the bars and staring straight at the sun. “Must’ve been here a long time,” he said to himself. “Gonna burn his eyes right out of his head.”
 
   “Beg your pardon?” Reit said, finally stirring, though more out of discomfort than out of interest.
 
   “Jaren,” Sal indicated his friend. “I said he looks like he’s been here a while.”
 
   “Three weeks, maybe four. He came just a few days after I did. Treason, officially.”
 
   “Treason?” Sal looked sharply at Reit.
 
   “Oh yes. Treason Against The Highest, same as me, though my circumstances differ slightly. Not terribly uncommon. Around here, any form of original thought could be considered treasonous, and may the Prophets help you if you speak out openly against the Highest. You’re lucky if they don’t run you through on the spot.”
 
   “I take it that this ‘Highest’ is your ruler?” Sal meant it as an innocent question, but what he got was far from an innocent answer.
 
   “No man rules me,” Reit snapped. “I was born free, raised free, and I’ll die free. The one thing in this life that a man can truly call his own is freedom, his ability to determine his own place in the world.” He suddenly grew quiet, trying to contain his emotions. His voice adopted a keen, deadly edge. “The Highest may bear the Crown of the Mainland, but I’ll be damned if I’ll ever bow the knee to him.” He leapt to his feet and stalked off, mindless of the prisoners ducking out of his way.
 
   “Don’t mind him, mate,” Retzu said, still reclining on the dirt floor. “He’ll cool down and be back to his...’cheery’...self in no time. He’s just a bit sensitive about certain issues. Being in here certainly don’t help matters much.”
 
   “Issues, huh?” Sal left it at that, and decided that a change in direction was in order. “What about you?”
 
   “Me? I have no issues,” Retzu laughed. “Every day can be filled with sun, if viewed properly.”
 
   Sal was doubtful, but wasn’t going to take that tangent. “What I meant was, why are you in here? Does it have anything to do with his charge?”
 
   “Murder, mate,” Retzu said, winking mischievously.
 
   Sal kept his face carefully neutral. “Did you do it?”
 
   “No, which is precisely why I’m in here. ‘Insubordination’ is my charge, though the definition may fit it a little bit loosely. My guild, the Fellowship of the Silent Blade, dispatched me to eliminate a certain target. When I refused, I was summarily stripped of rank and immunity, and left at the mercy of the Mainland Courts.”
 
   Silent Blade? “You’re an assassin,” he said with an odd mixture of awe and revulsion.
 
   “One of the best.”
 
   “But you refused a mission. Why?”
 
   Retzu lazily looked over at Reit, leaning on the side wall that was not stacked high with bodies. “You might say... the target presented a conflict of interest.”
 
   “Reit?!?” Sal hissed incredulously, to which Retzu only cocked a crooked grin. “But why would they assign you your own brother?”
 
   “Oh, a number of reasons,” the rogue stated scholarly, and proceeded to tick them off on his fingers. “My rate of success, most notably. I’ve never lost a mark. Then there’s my willingness to take on the hard jobs. I’d never turned one down. I also don’t get personally involved. Well, normally, anyway. And there’s the fact that I hold a position of trust with my mark, making him an easy kill. Ball it all together, and you’ve got one dead resistance leader. Until I tell them ‘no’, that is.”
 
   “Resistance?”
 
   Retzu quirked a sidelong glance at Sal. “Either you really ain’t from around here, or you’re an exceptional liar.” With that, Retzu fell silent, and nothing Sal did rekindled the conversation. He passed the rest of the day that way, taking turns watching his brooding brother and staring at Sal, as if to puzzle him out, leaving Sal to do the same.
 
   ***
 
   Dirty bodies scattered as Reit stalked. Some did so out of self-preservation. Some did so out of deference to his station, as even foreign royalty is royalty all the same. Some did so for… other reasons.
 
   “Prophets keep you, el’Yatza,” muttered one such dirty body, giving voice to that reason.
 
   Silently, he cursed Salvatori for his suggestion that the Highest ruled him, but then he swallowed the curse and rebuked himself for it. It wasn’t the man’s words that had set his ire ablaze, nor even stoked it. It was simply one more symptom of the overall problem. The Highest was the problem, as was el’Yatza.
 
   “They do adore you,” Jaren said as he sidled up next to Reit, joining him in his stalking.
 
   “Fool’s fortune,” Reit grumbled. “They adore the idiotic notion that I’m their savior. They practically see me as messac’el Himself, and all because I’m too stupid to sit down and play the good little peon for the Highest—who is a man just like any other, by the way, flawed, faulty, and dealing life and death with the whimsy of a three-year-old. These people see me as a hero for defying that wretch, as the Hand of the Crafter, when I am nothing of the sort. I’m simply my own man, nothing more.”
 
   “And yet, it is a rare thing for someone to be their own man,” Jaren argued, however casually. “Even those that follow you are not truly their own men. They are yours.”
 
   “But I don’t want that!” he hissed. “I didn’t want it in Aitaxen, I didn’t want it in the Mandible, and I don’t want it now! I want them to think for themselves, not to expect me or anybody else to think for them.”
 
   “I know, my friend, I know,” the emerald said sympathetically. “But you had an uncommon man to father you, as did I, and they kept uncommon allies. We were taught to think for ourselves. Most of these people were not. They’ve lived their entire lives under the tyrannical rule of the Highest. They know nothing more! He has commanded their loyalties, and those of their fathers, for countless millennia. The people of the Norwood Isles were spared that—not all if it, I grant you, but enough that we can understand the value of an opposing opinion. We can value the education that is denied most of the Mainland. We can understand the meaning of true sacrifice—that which is offered, rather than that which is required of us. Before these poor souls can think for themselves, they must have someone to show them how.”
 
   Reit harrumphed. He couldn’t dispute the truth of his friend’s words, but he had no intention of agreeing with him. “They could follow you, let you teach them,” he offered crossly.
 
   “Perhaps, but I’m not el’Yatza,” the mage jibed gleefully, his mirth only fed by the curse it elicited.
 
   ***
 
   The distant clanking of metal on metal broke Sal from his thoughts. Dinner time already, he thought mournfully. Turning, he found Retzu already grabbing up bowls. With Sal’s stomach already lurching in anticipation, he wondered how Retzu could be so eager to swallow such foul gunk.
 
   Conversation that night was casual, if muted, full of stories about old friends and past conquests. Even Reit joined in, to Sal’s relief. It was just like Retzu said—the brooding young man was back to his “cheery” self. If he had offended Reit, the guy seemed to have gotten over it pretty quickly. Sal was content to listen as the trio spun their yarns, joining in only when necessary, and even then keeping his stories vague.
 
   Through an effort of sheer will, Sal held back from asking questions about their world. He needed them a lot more than they needed him at this point, and he didn’t want to risk their hospitality by letting it slip that he was from another world. True or not, he thought the prospect insane enough without giving his new friends a reason to agree with him, and possibly dump him because of it. So he just sat back and soaked in what meager details he could without digging for more.
 
   It wasn’t that he didn’t understand the culture; that part was easy. This Schel Veylin—”It means ‘City of the Vale’,” Jaren had said when Sal gave him a puzzled look—was a feudal society. The people were allowed access to only the most basic technology and education, and lived in an almost medieval state, an obvious tactic to keep the populace subservient. If he had to guess, he’d say that he’d been transported back to the days just before the European Renaissance—with winged horses, of course. But as bizarre as that idea was, it did have its advantages. It meant that he was quite possibly the smartest man alive, and that had to count for something.
 
   Again, Jaren ordered Sal to bed early in the night, and again sleep took him quickly, his friends standing guard over him long into the night. Or so it had seemed.
 
   In the small hours of the morning, Sal woke to an insistent voice, urging him softly awake. He blearily opened his eye to find a pair of dimly glowing orbs staring back down at him through the darkness. All thoughts of sleep were banished by three words.
 
   “Can you run?”
 
   Sal quickly—and quietly—got to his feet. Standing, he was able to make out three shapes, ill-defined in the darkness. Jaren’s emerald eyes flared brilliantly, and Sal felt the strangest sensation, as if his entire body was covered with crawling, biting fleas. Reaching up, Jaren tugged the bandages from Sal’s face. He blinked as his once maimed eye adjusted to the light of Jaren’s eyes, then to twilight once again as the mage stopped doing... whatever it was he was doing. As his eyes dimmed, so did the itching sensation, only to be replaced with a feeling of energy and strength that he hadn’t felt since finding himself in that prison cell.
 
   Before he could ponder this further, Reit stepped close to him and whispered in his ear. “We may need you to fight,” he said by way of explanation. Somehow it didn’t sound like a request. Sal nodded reflexively, and then wondered if his friend had even seen it.
 
   The foursome made their way to the bars, where another pair of green orbs blazed from outside the cell, sizing up one of the bars. Three more emerald mages were spaced out around the courtyard, each peering into the darkness before them.
 
   The man examining the bar finally grasped it, pulling it away with a rusty snap, and then turned to one of the adjacent bars. Jaren stepped up and took hold of the other, his eyes catching fire as his hands touched the metal.
 
   “Magic,” Sal croaked, watching in breathless horror as the mages went about their work. Remembering the itching sensation, his skin began to crawl again, but for a very different reason. “Real magic! I thought you were talking some kinda third world superstitious mumbo jumbo, not the real thing! Whatcha gonna do next... summon us up a couple demons to take care of the guards?”
 
   Jaren spat an oath. He turned quickly, grabbing Sal by the shredded lapels of his Navy SEALs uniform and pulled him close, flaming green orbs boring mercilessly into natural. “You have some serious misconceptions about magic, my friend. Demons?!? Only a fool dabbles in the things of the Abyss!” With obvious effort, Jaren released him and turned back to the bars, his eyes flaring as he took hold of the nearest one. Touchy, to say the least, Sal thought. But by the look of the mage on the other side of the cage, Sal could tell that Jaren had let him off easy. The other guy looked like he wanted to tear Sal apart.
 
   “Well, then, how do you explain what you’re doing?” he asked, suddenly unsure of himself.
 
   Still offended, Jaren spoke through clenched teeth. “By virtue of the power vested in my soulgem, Emerald, I am wielding the natural forces of this world. I am manipulating the vitality in this metal bar, accelerating the natural aging process to the point where the metal weakens and fails. There is absolutely nothing spiritual about it. And I’ll thank you to remember that! Mysticism—what you seem to mistake for magic—is expressly forbidden by the Prophets, named as unnatural and an abomination in the sight of the Crafter.” With a quick turn of the wrist, he snapped his bar, and turned back to face Sal. The menacing look was gone from his face, replaced by a stony resolve. “Don’t ever let me hear you utter such blasphemy in my presence again. Ever.” 
 
   Magic, natural? That’s a new one. Wonder what Chaplain Mathis back home would have to say about that.
 
   The inmates behind them continued to snore, apparently thanks to the other three mages spaced out along the bars. “Manipulating the natural sleep process?” Sal speculated. Jaren glanced askance at Sal, then gave a curt nod of confirmation. He may have got that one right, but the idea of magic still didn’t seem real to him.
 
   “The guards?” Sal prompted, by way of changing the subject.
 
   “We’ve got another emerald covering the guard shack,” the mage outside the cell said softly as he snapped his bar. His voice was barely warmer than Jaren’s.
 
   “Just one, Tavin?” Reit questioned as he stepped through to freedom.
 
   “Resources were committed elsewhere, el’Yatza,” the mage said apologetically, bowing slightly as Reit straightened before him. “I had only four others at my disposal that could be here in time.”
 
   Retzu stepped out next, followed by Sal. As Jaren stepped through, Tavin dropped to one knee, bowing his head in respect. Sal noted the greater deference to Jaren instead of Reit. Sal wondered if Tavin wasn’t Jaren’s apprentice.
 
   Jaren brought him to his feet. “No time for that now. Tell me how you got in.” 
 
   “The safe house,” he replied, turning his blazing emerald eyes to the sleeping inmates within the bars.
 
   “Then we leave by the same way,” Jaren said, looking to Reit, who nodded his approval. With a whistle, Jaren called the other emeralds from their respective posts, and they all set out from the cell.
 
   Retzu led the way toward the guard shack at the far end of the courtyard. Sal saw that his own cave-like cell had been flanked by others—these being man-made—-complete with their own allotment of snoozing inmates.
 
   Another emerald mage came out of the guard shack, with a gold-hilted sword in one hand, and a brown glass bottle in the other. Retzu took the sword from the mage and strapped it across his back, sighing with relief as it settled into the hollow between his shoulders. The mage handed the bottle to Reit. “Compliments of the management,” he said with a grin which Reit returned. They stood to one side as Retzu passed, easing his sword from its sheath as he entered the shack, the mage’s face visibly growing pale, even in the darkness of the compound. Moments later Retzu reemerged, wiping blood from his blade.
 
   “Thank you, milord,” the mage by the doorway said, swallowing slightly.
 
   Retzu winked reassuringly. “No worries. Yours is to give life, whereas mine is to take it. We all have our place, mate.” Still, the mage bowed his gratitude.
 
   Jaren stepped to the forefront and addressed the other emerald. “As soon as we’re out of sight, awaken the rest of the prisoners. They’ll be glad for the chance at freedom, and the confusion may serve to cover our trail.” The mage nodded his assent, and turned toward the courtyard as Retzu led the troop away from it.
 
   “What about that last guy?” Sal whispered as they hurried on.
 
   “Laryn? He lives here,” Jaren answered. “After he wakes the prisoners in the cell, he’ll duck out of there and give them a chance to escape ‘unseen’. They’ll bless their good fortune and scatter, and no one will be the wiser that we were the architects of their escape, or that Laryn had given assistance.”
 
   “And even if they do figure it out,” Reit interjected, after a meaningful look at Jaren, “we’ll be long gone by the time the Highest gets wind of it.”
 
   It seemed that there was an answer to every question Sal had, though the answer may be more incredible than the question. Curiosity sated—as much as it could be satisfied given the situation—Sal trotted on in silence. Extreme as the night’s activity had been, it had all run very smoothly, testimony to the hours that had no doubt gone into the planning. It was just as well, anyway. Sal was so thoroughly bewildered that he could barely form a coherent thought, let alone offer any help to his rescuers.
 
   As they fled the prison courtyard and made their way out into the city, Sal’s bewilderment gave way to pure awe. The city was gorgeous! Logistically, Sal couldn’t imagine the prison being anywhere but the worst part of the city, but the streets or buildings surrounding the prison gave only the barest indication that the prison even existed. The buildings, though wooden, were nothing short of elegant. Filigreed doorways, lacquered and polished roof slats, decorative columns; even the bars on the windows were intricate ivies of hammered bronze. Some of the buildings were smaller, plainer, having roofs of thatch instead of plank, but even these thatched roofs were tightly bound and freshly maintained. He may have been in the bad side of town, but Sal had to admit, the local slum lord definitely had a knack for architectural genius and took great pride in his work.
 
   The rescuers and their wards made their way eastward along a cobbled avenue, staying in the shadows as much as possible. Retzu led the group, with sword drawn and making not a sound as he went. Reit followed close behind, having picked up a mean looking cudgel along the way. Sal and Jaren came next, the mage’s eyes blazing brilliantly as they scanned the night darkened streets before them. The other emeralds, led by Tavin, brought up the rear.
 
   The cobbled lane eventually gave way to a much wider avenue, sporting a central colonnade, and with a number of smaller streets dumping into the avenue like tributaries. Thatch and slat roofed structures continued to line both sides of the road, but Sal was able to pick out a few buildings with clay shingles. The party headed toward a large shop with a wraparound porch, a second story, and expensive looking glazed tiles on the roof. Sal took it to be an inn.
 
   All the windows were dark, but as they neared, a rotund old man appeared in the front door. Making shushing gestures, he hurried them inside. He eased the door shut behind him, and waved the group forward, herding them silently through a tavern area toward a doorway in the back. They pushed through the double swinging doors, and firelight spilled out from the kitchen beyond, where cooks and wenches were already slaving away over the cooking fires. As the doors swung shut behind the fugitives, a muted celebration took place.
 
   “Excellent work, Duffer,” Reit praised the chubby, cheery faced innkeeper, who caught him up in a bear hug.
 
   “Blessed Crafter, it’s good to see you, milord,” the innkeeper gushed, hugging Reit ever tighter. The bearded twin slapped Duffer’s back, though Sal couldn’t tell if it was out of joy or a need to keep from passing out.
 
   Taking a cue from their employer, the cooks and wenches followed suit, congratulating fugitive and rescuer alike on the success of the night’s operation. Even Sal was made welcome, embraced by one pretty wench with big blue eyes and... other lively features. But before he could get the young woman’s name, Duffer sent her off to round up some supplies. With a sigh and an apologetic smile, she slipped from Sal’s arms and vanished through one of the many doors that led from the kitchen.
 
   Celebration was soon set aside, and Reit was all business again. Did you get all my messages? Were there any problems? Did anyone notice the emeralds? Were any of the inn’s patrons suspicious of Duffer or his employees? Reit peppered the innkeeper with questions, and Duffer fired answers back just as quickly.
 
   The language was vague, though Sal doubted it was for his benefit. As a stranger, Reit may have considered him a liability, but he and Duffer were talking too fast to be circumspect about anything. It wasn’t long, though, before he got the basics of what was going on, and the answers to some of his own questions as well.
 
   First and most obvious was that the inn was the safe house that the mage Tavin had mentioned, and that Duffer was a point of contact for the resistance movement against the Highest.
 
   Second, and more enlightening, was that Reit was the head of the resistance—not just any old leader, but the Top Dog himself!
 
   Sal was still pondering the implications when his serving girl returned, arms laden with packs for the fugitives. As Sal received his, he undid the leather strips that held it closed and looked inside… and his heart leap for joy.
 
   Food! Real food!
 
   “Now, now, that’s for your journey,” Duffer admonished, rewinding the pack straps around their moorings as if he’d known Sal his whole life. Sal’s belly nearly screamed in protest, but the innkeeper was right. They were far from safe here, still well within the confines of the city. A full stomach would be a poor consolation for him being recaptured by the local constabulary.
 
   But the innkeeper was not without a heart. He snagged each man a small loaf of warm sourdough bread as he herded them out of the kitchen, down some stairs into a cellar. One of his cooks went before them, carrying a torch to light the way. Sal’s bread had vanished before he was even halfway down the stairwell.
 
   At the bottom, Sal took in the cellar—dimly lit, and ringed with enormous wine barrels neatly arranged along the walls, each already lying on its side and tapped—and he gained a new respect for Duffer. There was not a cobweb to be found. The flagstone floor was well swept. The brass barrel taps were all polished, gleaming in the unaccustomed light of the torch. Even down here where no customer ever ventured, Duffer took pride in his work.
 
   The cook hung his torch in a nearby socket, and then joined the innkeeper where he’d set upon working the lid off one of the barrels. Dark liquid dripped from the widening lip of the cask, but it didn’t gush forth as Sal would have expected. As the innkeeper hefted the lid to one side, Sal saw why. A false back had been built into the cask lid, one that held just enough wine to feed the tap, were it ever to be opened. Pretty slick, Sal thought with genuine appreciation, an emotion that grew as Sal stooped to peer into the cask.
 
   The interior of the vat was pitch black, much darker than one would expect a simple cask would be, even in the confines of the wine cellar. The darkness seemed to extend beyond the wall that the cask was propped up against. And all at once, it was clear to Sal how the other emeralds had gotten into the city, and how they expected to get out. In the far distance deep within the “cask”, he could see a handful of flickering sconces, receding into a seemingly endless tunnel.
 
   No sooner had the lid been laid aside that Reit started ushering the fugitives through the portal. The innkeeper shuffled up to Reit with almost childlike awkwardness, his skin flushing visibly even in the almost cryptic darkness. How strange that the old man would place such esteem upon a man who had to be more than thirty years his junior!
 
   “Duffer, I can’t begin to thank you,” Reit said softly. “What you do for us, the risks you take… we can’t begin to repay you.”
 
   “Your gratitude is payment enough, el’Yatza,” the innkeeper replied sincerely, bowing slightly with the odd title he’d given Reit. He seemed to want to say more, but instead made his farewells, as his customers would soon be making their morning demands. One hearty “Crafter shelter you,” and he was gone, leaving the cook to replace the lid.
 
   Once inside the tunnel, Sal was relieved to find that it was taller, if not wider, than its camouflaged entrance. No crawling for miles like some dang Viet Cong throwback, at least, he thought gratefully. The floor of the tunnel was gravel, the walls and ceiling rough-hewn from the rock upon with the city was founded. The passageway was tight, but functional. Sal once might have thought the tunnel to be absolutely claustrophobic, but ironically, Sal had never felt freer, trudging down the cramped passage with only a handful of torches to light their way in the subterranean darkness.
 
   There were very few attempts at conversation, as nobody seemed to be interested. It wasn’t that there was nothing to talk about. Far from it; Sal could start right away and ask questions until he was an old man! But that abysmal channel was oppressive to the point that conversation seemed more an irritant than a pastime. Just as well; Sal put his feet on autopilot and let his mind endlessly drift over his circumstances.
 
   There was no way to tell how long they stayed in the tunnel. Sal tried to count his paces, then, when the number got too high to keep track of easily, he took to counting the sparse torches, set some fifty feet apart. That was even easier, as he could hear the sputtering hiss behind him as one of the emeralds extinguished each torch they passed. Finally, when Sal was well over a hundred torches along, the tunnel took a sharp left turn and began climbing. Floor became steps. Darkness gave way to dim light. When Sal reached the top of the steps, he found himself in a water cut cavern, with the late morning sun beating a path through the foliage at the cave mouth. Their orderly marching rapidly became chaos, as eight souls leapt for the shadows to embrace the light of day.
 
   Sal just stood there for long moments letting the sun warm his face, unfettered by iron bars. His eyes were dazzled by the brilliance of the mid-morning sky and slow to adjust, his left eye a bit slower than his right. Blinking, he looked to his friends and the four mages—one was a woman—and saw his awe and relief mirrored on their faces as well.
 
   Even Reit looked less careworn as he spoke to Sal. But only slightly. “You’re a free man, Salvatori” said the rebel leader, in a voice more gracious and respectful than any politico Sal had ever seen. “Go with my blessing, my friend, though I would warn you not to return to Schel Veylin. I’m sure you understand that recapture would not be your only concern.”
 
   Indeed he did. Sal had seen Duffer’s face, as well as Laryn’s. And they had seen his—the only stranger in the ragtag group. Should either of the insiders be captured, Sal would immediately be suspect. He probably wouldn’t live to see the next sunrise.
 
   All of which was a moot point, of course. Sal had no intention of leaving unless he had to. Taking a deep breath to quell a sudden swarm of butterflies, he stated simply, “My friends call me Sal. And I don’t have anywhere else to go.”
 
   Reit flicked glance at Jaren, who merely quirked an eyebrow, then turned his attention back to Sal. Apparently, the two had spoken of this possibility before, but no one said anything either in his defense or otherwise. He guessed that nothing had been determined, so he pressed on. “I’d be stupid to go back to Schel Veylin, but I don’t know the area either. And y’all are the closest things I’ve got to friends, so I’d say my options are pretty clear. I could either wander aimlessly, doing my best to avoid all human contact while at the same time trying to learn the lay of the land, or I could throw myself upon your mercy. I know you got no reason to trust me, but if you don’t mind, I’d like to tag along.”
 
   Another silent conversation, this time including Retzu, who shrugged slightly and then nodded back to Reit. Whatever decision was being made, it was Reit’s to make. “You are... different, to say the least. You don’t carry yourself like a typical Valenese, but neither are you Norean like me. You don’t show any of the cultural trademarks that I’m familiar with. Even your clothes, ragged though they are, are outlandish. To be honest, I don’t know quite what to make of you…” He paused, then added, “…but perhaps that’s not such a bad thing, Sal. You see the world for a unique perspective. I may be able to put that perspective to some use.” That said, he offered his hand, which Sal promptly took up.
 
   “Being with us can be a dangerous business,” the rebel warned.
 
   Sal grinned wickedly. “Trust me, I can do dangerous.”
 
   ***
 
   “How could this have happened?” Warden Ter’Nal demanded, glaring at Dunbar. He’d been on duty that night, posted in the Overseer’s building where the detection orb was held, just down the street from the prison proper, so he’d been spared the slit throat his comrades had received. He rubbed the sweat where it dripped down the side of his neck, almost feeling the neat parting that could have been there, through skin and sinew, had it been another night.
 
   “There’s nothing he could have done, warden,” Laryn said, leaping to Dunbar’s defense. He scanned the ground in front of the cell as he talked. “He was no doubt ensorcelled before the escape took place.”
 
   Ter’Nal’s icy glare swept from Dunbar to the mage. The guard’s shoulders slumped in relief. The warden squared his shoulders back in a clatter of armor that was largely ceremonial in Dunbar’s opinion. “How would you know?” the warden sneered.
 
   The emerald stooped to point out something that both the warden and Dunbar had missed. “These rust fragments here... On this bar to the right, they fall to the outside of the cell. Same as this one in the center,” he said, indicating the stumps of the missing bars. “But on this one, the rust falls on the inside.”
 
   The warden was not impressed. “But ain’t that what you Greens are good at? ‘Vitality and decay’ or some such?”
 
   The mage winced visibly at the informal reference to his Emerald Order. Had it been uttered by a friend, the term would have been acceptable, even preferred in certain settings, but in this instance, “Green” sounded derogatory even in Dunbar’s ears, a disrespectful jab at the mage who would dare question the warden’s powers of observation.
 
   Laryn clenched his jaws, no doubt biting back an oath that would likely be… unproductive to the situation. He straightened, rising to full height within his green-with-gold-trim robe, and cast his fiery emerald gaze at the warden. “Yes, but you miss my point,” he hissed with exaggerated politeness. “Only one bar was snapped from within the cell. The others were snapped from without.”
 
   Slowly, the warden caught on. “You mean to tell me that—”
 
   “The prisoners had help,” interrupted the man in a brown hooded cape, who had remained silent until now. “Probably three or four mages total, Greens or Blues”—this time said with the proper respect—”in order to keep the other inmates subdued while they worked.”
 
   “B-b-but the orb-”
 
   The hooded man cut the blustering warden off with a wave of his hand. “If your man was ensorcelled, your detection orb could have outshone the sun for all the good it would have done him. Remember, two of the escaped prisoners are that rebel leader and his mage friend. I assure you that if they had help from outside, the guards were their first target.”
 
   The hooded man turned from Ter’Nal to Dunbar, all but forgotten in this exchange. He casually pulled back the hood of his cloak, revealing a face seemingly chiseled from the solid rock his eyes resembled. A polished grey-brown, with tiny black specks, those eyes held no emotion whatsoever. No anger. No malice. Nothing but cold logic and efficiency. Dunbar felt his bowels liquefy.
 
   “Tell me, Guard Dunbar, where is the Overseer’s post?” His tone was that of a man asking the time.
 
   “Down the street, milord mage, tending the orb out of the range of any mages that might be imprisoned,” Dunbar answered, swallowing bile that threatened to deposit itself at the granite mage’s feet.
 
   “And are you allowed to sleep while in the Overseer’s building?”
 
   “No sir!” Dunbar answered vehemently. “In fact, orb duty is rotated every watch cycle to ensure that a fresh pair of eyes is always on the orb.”
 
   “I see. And what watch cycle were you?”
 
   “Third, milord mage.”
 
   “So fourth watch never came to relieve you,” the granite mage stated rhetorically, “giving the escapees three hours at least, maybe as much as six, to make good their escape. What of the guards in the shack? Do they not standing watch outside? No regular rounds? Not even a single man out of the entire night shift to conduct continuous patrol?”
 
   The blood drained from Dunbar’s face. It was a security issue he’d personally taken up with Ter’Nal a hundred times. But the warden was a proud man, set in his ways, and he threatened Dunbar with his own prison sentence if he persisted in being insubordinate. Marshaling what little remained of his flagging courage, Dunbar set his chin and drew himself straight enough to look the granite mage in the eye. He’d followed every procedure to the letter. The escape was no fault of his, but if he should die for it, there was no way in the Abyss that he’d be meeting the Crafter in a puddle of his own cowardice.
 
   “No, milord mage. It is not the policy of this prison to maintain constant guard outside the shack.” He grit his teeth and prepared his soul to meet the Crafter.
 
   “Policy, you say?” the granite questioned, considering. “And who is it that makes policy, Guard Dunbar?”
 
   Surprised by the question, the guard flicked a glance at Ter’Nal, whose skin had gone a pasty grey. Before the warden could move, the granite mage caught him in his clay colored stare, trapped like a fly in amber. He shot his hand toward Ter’Nal... and it vanished into the warden’s breastplate! The warden’s eyes went wide, his mouth foaming with blood.
 
   With a tearing sound, the mage pulled his blood covered hand from the warden’s chest. To Dunbar’s shock, the breastplate was still whole. But even as he watched, Ter’Nal dropped to his knees, and then keeled over on his side, eyes already glazing. Blood seeped from behind the breastplate, soaking the parched ground beneath the corpse.
 
   The granite mage opened his hand, revealing a heart, still quivering of its own volition. “Mistakes can be forgiven,” the mage said, tossing the heart on the face of its former host. “Careless, however, cannot. See that you surpass your predecessor, Warden Dunbar.” The emphasis on the new rank could not be misread, nor the warning misunderstood.
 
   Dunbar swelled as the mage turned to walk away. Had the new warden not been so fixated on barking his first orders, he might have seen boiling rage flash across Laryn’s features, and then vanish just as quickly behind years of discipline. It would never occur to him that this wasn’t the first time the emerald had compromised his principles for the good of the much-rumored Cause, watched an innocent man—or at least an ignorant one—die in order to maintain Laryn’s image of loyalty to the Highest, and it most assuredly would not be the last.
 
   Not that Dunbar would have suspected Laryn anyway. What? The mage that woke the guard and informed him of the escape in the first place? The one who came to his defense just moments ago, and was ultimately responsible for his long overdue promotion?
 
   Perish the thought.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
   Sal and his fugitive friends made their way north, following game trails through an area Jaren called the Vale, a vast expanse of woodland surrounding the city they’d escaped from. Never following a single path for very long, they stayed mainly in the brush, forging their way through the woods proper so as to avoid unwelcome eyes. Sal noted that the forest could easily have been any stretch of land in the Deep South. Alabama, Georgia, Florida—the Vale would have fit nicely into the backwater of any of those states. All he needed was a decent hunting rifle and he would have felt right at home.
 
   Rifle…
 
   “Dang it!” Sal exclaimed, and then winced under the sudden pressure of seven sets of eyes. When he spoke next, his voice was decidedly softer. “I forgot to have y’all look for my gun back at the guard shack.”
 
   “Your ‘gun’?” Reit asked.
 
   “Yeah. It’s a standard issue MP5, fully automatic, with…” His words trailed off awkwardly as he realized what he was trying to do. What would these guys know about firearms? “It’s a weapon that fires bu—umm, metal projectiles.” Hopefully they could grasp that much.
 
   “Metal projectiles?” Jaren hissed intently. He held a hand up, his forefinger and thumb about an inch apart. “Conical pellets about this long?”
 
   “Yeah! You see it?”
 
   The mage shook his head. “No, but I’m not entirely certain I’d like to, either. You had enough of those pellets in you to make my job very difficult, especially given the nature of our previous residence. You were near death when you were brought to us. I shudder to think of any mundane weapon that could have caused such damage.”
 
   “Yeah, well, I can’t blame you on that one. But it sure would be useful if we ran in to any of them Schel Veylin guards.”
 
   Sal’s fears were quick to take form. As the hours and days passed on their trek through the Vale, they met more and more Veylin patrols, many of which were comprised of “Earthen Rank”, as Jaren called them. Whatever Earthen Rank were, they caused quite a stir amongst the other fugitives. The barest hint of a patrol heading their way sent the group to ground, not to emerge from their hiding places until the patrol was well past. “Just a precaution,” Jaren explained once, then said no more.
 
   Each time they were forced into hiding, the group got quieter, more reserved. The mood of the fugitives became more pensive, tense, reminding Sal of a spring slowly being wound. It was an emotion he was used to. He’d seen similar behavior at his previous duty stations, especially those with a high probability of a combat situation. The mood would eventually get so tense that the group would become self-destructive, with colleagues lashing out in frustration at each other, getting more and more careless until finally something went horribly wrong and the team descended into chaos.
 
   Well, Sal wasn’t about to let that happen. They’d been on a straight, shaded stretch of road for the better part of the afternoon, and not a single word had been uttered save what was absolutely necessary. They needed a diversion in a bad way, something to take their mind off the patrols for a little while. Sal thought for a few minutes about what he should do, how he should go about taking their minds off the present situation. He decided that the best course would simply be use his gnawing curiosity about the world as an excuse to get everyone talking again, and maybe gain a little personal understanding to boot. “So what’s up with this magic thing?” Sal whispered cautiously, drawing withering glares from his companions. “What?” he asked defensively.
 
   Reit looked back toward Jaren and made a few obscure gestures. Whatever the signals meant, Jaren seemed to understand. The mage faced Sal, his green gemstone eyes flaring briefly. All of a sudden, the woods came alive with sound.
 
   No. The sound had always been there. It was just louder now, more distinct. Neat little trick, Sal thought in admiration.
 
   “Don’t be alarmed,” he heard Jaren breathe, though the mage barely moved his lips. “I’ve temporarily enhanced your hearing so that we may talk—silently—as we go.”
 
   “Thanks. Sorry for getting loud.” Loud? Funny that he should consider a whisper in the middle of the forest as being loud. But whatever Jaren had done to his ears, it made a believer out of him. “And I’m sorry if I offended you back there.”
 
   Jaren’s face shadowed at the mention of the slight, but it quickly faded. “No apologies are necessary. I suppose I should have explained a few things to you when I saw your reaction to healing. I wrote the reaction off to disorientation, you just being awakened from sleep and all. The fault was mine.”
 
   “So magic ain’t spiritual, huh?” It took Sal a moment to even get his mind around that one, let alone believe it. “Where I come from, magic is all like love potions, channeling the dead, demons and stuff. It’s considered unnatural by some, a sin. Or an abomination, I guess you call it.”
 
   Jaren nodded. “Your ‘magic’ indeed sounds very similar to mysticism. The Way of el also declares mysticism to be an abomination. But mysticism and gemstone magic are two very different things.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   Jaren frowned, his brows furrowing in thought. It was obvious to Sal that the mage had never before needed to explain the difference between the two. Here in this world, it was just a given.
 
   “Imagine two men, exactly alike in every way, except that one has been blind since birth. Is it mystical that one is blind and the other can see? Not at all. The Crafter granted that one man’s eyes would work, while the eyes of the other would not. Simple as that.
 
   “Magic is much the same way. Some are able to wield the flows of mana—the pure forces of creation—and some are not. Simple. It’s like walking, or picking up a hammer, or lighting a fire, except we do it by manipulating the mana flows rather than by using our arms and legs. It’s not an ability you can gain unless the Crafter gives it to you.
 
   “Mysticism, on the other hand, comes from the Abyss. It does not use mana, but rather bends the world by the power of the spirit realm. Not miracles, mind you. Miracles are spiritual as well, but they are granted by the Crafter Himself. They are His intentional, direct interactions in our physical world, and when granted, they are specifically for His purpose and glory. Mysticism is for the user’s glory and personal gain. Palm reading, divining the stars, speaking mind to mind, communing with the dead—these are a few of the ‘gifts’ of the Evil One. And to the Evil One they lead in the end. True magic is just a tool, shaping and reshaping our world according to the physical laws that the Crafter Himself had already set into place. Mysticism steps outside those laws at will.”
 
   Sal nodded, starting to catch Jaren’s meaning. “And these Earthen Rank dudes… are they magic users too?”
 
   “Yes,” Jaren nodded. “But they are sworn to the Highest, and as such, do not hold to the same principles as we do. They are trained early on to use their magic as a weapon, and are often recruited so young that they know no other use for it. Sal, how is it that you have no knowledge of this? I mean, even in the Outer Reaches, magic exists. Surely, you would have at least been taught the basic principles, even if you’d never met a mage in person.”
 
   And with that, Sal was caught. He supposed that he could continue to hold back, to offer vague details about his origins, but more and more he realized that he’d need to be honest with his new friends, to trust them, if they were to ever help him get back home.
 
   “You ain’t gonna believe this,” he warned, wincing internally. The redneck version of ‘once upon a time,’ Sal thought wryly. Apparently, Jaren had never heard that joke, for the mage just nodded him on, accepting the warning for what it was.
 
   Taking a deep breath, Sal jumped in. “Here goes... I’m not from this world. At least, I don’t think so. I’m from a place where we’ve built cities hundreds of times larger than Veylin, out of metal and glass instead of wood and clay. We’ve created machines that run without horses, that dive to the bottom of the ocean, that fly...heck, we’ve even gone to the moon! But we don’t have magic, and I ain’t got the foggiest idea how I got here.”
 
   “The moon, eh?” Reit whispered. “Sounds like magic to me.”
 
   Sal sent a sharp look at Reit. How in the world could he hear what he and Jaren were talking about? But the swarthy leader only shrugged, and the reason became clear even before the other spoke. “What, you think I don’t like good conversation?” Retzu and the emeralds chuckled silently. Apparently everybody was eavesdropping. “Seriously, though. You’re still a stranger to us. We need to know as much about you as you apparently do about us.”
 
   Sal couldn’t fault him on that, but it still didn’t sit well with him. “That’s cool and all, but next time warn me when I’m about to be on public display.”
 
   “Fair enough,” Reit acceded, then said nothing more.
 
   Which left Sal curious. “What, that’s it? I just said I’m from another world. That don’t sound a bit crazy to you?”
 
   “Why should it?” Jaren asked. “In a reality where every possibility is or can be represented, there is always the possibility of a realm that is bereft of magic. And if that is the case, it certainly seems reasonable that you’d be from that very place.”
 
   “So I’m not crazy,” Sal stated, more to assure himself once more than for their confirmation.
 
   “No, I doubt you’re crazy,” Jaren chuckled near-silently. “Unfortunate, perhaps. Misplaced, certainly. But not crazy. And while I grant you that it is very odd that you should find yourself here, I would not go so far as to say it was impossible or even unlikely. After all, what you might consider impossible would seem to be commonplace in this world,” he added with a wink.
 
   ***
 
   Over the next few days, Jaren answered Sal’s questions as best he could, mainly to acclimatize the stranger to his new surroundings. Sal felt more like a sociology student than someone having a real conversation.
 
   At night, though, they would bat around stories of a personal nature; women—-except the female mage Nisa, who would discuss her family—battle, misadventures, what have you. The conversations took much the same slant as those evening powwows back in the prison, except Sal felt comfortable enough now to add his otherworldly perspective to his tales.
 
   “I mean, we all warned him, but Boob was dang sure gonna buy her a drink if it killed him!” Sal was saying one night, amid uproarious laughter from all except Nisa, who colored a bit at this “Boob’s” impending mistake. Even Reit was doubled over with mirth, valiantly trying to shush his companions, but doing a poor job of it himself. None of them knew who Boob was, or what “tequila” might have been, but they didn’t have to. They knew what was coming, and cruel as it seemed, humiliation was universally funny.
 
   “So there he goes walking up to her, shot glass in hand, and he says ‘Hey baby, what’s your name?’ And in the deepest voice you ever heard, she says ‘Bruce’!” With the punch line went the last of the restraint. Howls of mirth rose up through the trees, startling night birds from their roosts. Even Nisa lost it.
 
   They continued that way for a few more moments. Then memory drew a dark cloud over Sal’s jollity, and his eyes began to fill. “He was a good man, good to his Momma and Daddy. He deserved better than what he got.”
 
   The others agreed—though more for Sal’s sake than for any kinship they might have felt for Boob—and raised their cups in salute to Sal’s fallen brother-in-arms.
 
   “May the Crafter shelter him, and the seed of his memory continue to bear fruit,” Tavin said, his blessing almost sounding like a prayer.
 
   “Let it be so,” the others said as one.
 
   They passed a moment in silence, then Tavin asked, “So how did he die, he and your friends? How did you come to be the only survivor of your fellowship?”
 
   Sal scrubbed a would-be tear from his eye and coughed hard, clearing his throat. “Well, on the night that I came to this world, my team—or ‘fellowship’ or whatever—was sent in to Laos to raid this nut job’s laboratory. He’d been running experiments, dangerous ones that were killing people, and it was our mission to stop him. Among other things...”
 
   “And in this ‘lab-ruh-torrie’, there was a portal to our world?” Nisa asked, roughing her way through the unfamiliar word.
 
   “No, not exactly. See, my team was set up... umm, betrayed... and our target, a guy named Merrick, had men waiting on us. That’s how Boob, Tillman, and Gunter died. Hood too, probably, but if he bought it, I wasn’t there when it happened.”
 
   “Bought what?” Jaren asked, confused.
 
   “Bought the farm,” Sal replied, then caught himself. “Figure of speech, meaning that he died.” Jaren nodded his understanding, though he retained his quizzical expression, eliciting a grin from Sal. In a way, it amused him that no one understood what he was saying. But on the other hand, it was frustrating. Slang was so much a part of Sal’s normal speech that he had difficulty remembering what he needed to translate, and what he did not. Sighing, he moved on.
 
   “Anyway, I’m taking out Merrick’s men from behind this desk. There’s bullets—errr, metal projectiles—whizzing past me right and left, chewing the desk to bits. I figure I’m dead if I don’t do something quick. That’s when I see this scientist guy in a white robe ducking into an office. Well, he looks like a decent bargaining chip—or meat shield, whatever—so I go after him. When he sees me, he pulls this rock thing outta thin air and hits me in the shoulder with it, and… I… what?” He trailed off self-consciously as all eyes sharply fastened on him.
 
   “What did you say hit you in the shoulder?” Jaren asked, intent on Sal’s every word.
 
   “A ball of rock,” he answered with a shrug. Granted it was impossible, but the impossible was quickly becoming commonplace, so he didn’t see how this one detail was very important.
 
   “Formed out of thin air?” Retzu led him. Sal nodded.
 
   “Did you get a look at his eyes?” This from Tavin, his face neutral, belying the dread in his voice.
 
   They know something, Sal thought excitedly. By God, they know something. “Yeah. They were like your mage eyes, only different. Kind of brown or grey-brown with—”
 
   “—black specks,” Reit finished. All were stunned silent for a moment.
 
   “Who was he?” Sal blurted. All this time wasted, and he had the answers right here. Or at least, some of the answers.
 
   Reit nodded to Jaren, who took the reins of the conversation. “We may never know who he was, but we can tell you what he was. If what you’re telling us is true, you’re very lucky to be alive. The man who attacked you was a granite.”
 
   “A mage? So he was like you, then?”
 
   “Nothing like me,” Jaren answered firmly. “True, he can wield mana, but comparing a granite to an emerald is like comparing a bear to an eagle. Both beasts are powerful in their own right, but they are two very different animals.
 
   “It is much the same with the six Tiles. Each Tile, or division of gemstone magic, is absolute master in its element, but they are as different as... well, as fire and water.” The others snickered, as if at some obscure pun, but Sal missed it completely.
 
   “Let me put it another way,” Jaren continued. “Emerald magic, the magic that I wield, is Life magic. It is based on, and affects, vitality and decay. We heal, grow, poison, rot—whatever can be done within the boundaries of Life.
 
   “Granite magic, on the other hand, is based on patterns of strength and weakness, affecting that which is Matter. Rock, dust, metal—these are the realm of the granite soulgem.
 
   “A mage’s magical alignment often has an effect on his personality. As such, emeralds tend to be abstract and compassionate, where granites tend toward logic. Emeralds use their magic to benefit others. Granites use theirs with regard to the ‘greater good’, without thought to the individual.”
 
   Sal let all this sink in for a moment. Seemed pretty cut and dry to him. “So a lot of granites go evil then?”
 
   “I wouldn’t say ‘evil’, exactly,” Jaren said, his face drawing up as he searched for the right words. “Granites are no more inherently evil than emeralds are good. They just tend to have different values.”
 
   Sal stared blankly at Jaren, missing the connection. Jaren tried a different approach.
 
   “Due to our gemstone eyes, mage vision differs from human vision. First, we have primary vision, or normal vision. It is similar to your own vision, but tinged the color of the mage’s soulgem—green in my case. Secondary vision is suited to the powers of the gem the mage is attuned to. Emeralds are attuned to health, so emerald mages are able to see the health or decay of a creature or object. Ruby mages likewise see in terms of heat, sapphires stress, and amethysts energy.
 
   “Granite, on the other hand, is more of a rock than an actual gem. Light cannot pierce it, so a granite mage has no primary vision. They must rely solely on their secondary vision, seeing only in terms of the strength or weakness of matter. As such, they have no relief from their magic, no opportunity to set their magic aside and just be normal for a time. They tend to be solitary, bleak. The world holds no beauty for them. Thus, their singularity of vision leads almost all to embrace logic, practicality. In doing so, they see that the Highest holds sway in the land, and has for millennia. Logic dictates that he will continue in power for millennia to come. So to answer your question... yes, they are in large part misguided, but evil?” Jaren sighed. “That is ultimately up to the Crafter to decide.”
 
   Sal was silent for a moment, considering. “That helps a little, but it still doesn’t tell me what a granite mage was doing in my world.”
 
   Jaren shrugged, at a loss.
 
   “I’ll tell you one thing, mate,” Retzu chimed in. “Whatever it was, he was up to no good. And I dare say that if you saw such a logical creature ‘twist his face in hatred’, you’ve earned yourself a foe at least as dangerous as any you’ll ever meet.”
 
   Sal couldn’t help but shiver at the prospect.
 
   “I must say, though,” Reit said, stroking his goatee thoughtfully. “Whatever happened before you were dropped off to rot in our cell, you must have been a force to be reckoned with. You survived.”
 
   ***
 
   About the middle of the next afternoon, they crested a high ridge. From that venue, Sal saw their destination at the foot of the hill.
 
   Caravan, as Reit called it, was a smallish village with a population just shy of a thousand. Sal doubted it would take more than a half hour to walk the village’s perimeter. But what it lacked in size, Caravan made up for in versatility.
 
   Aptly named, Caravan seemed able to pack up and move on a moment’s notice. Blacksmiths, leather crafters, artisans, fletchers, and a number of other professions, all conducted business out of wheeled shops or tents. Indeed, Reit told him that it was customary to move every few weeks, whether they needed to or not. Food was rarely a problem, as the Vale teemed with game, and Caravan had a number of sister villages that aided in tending the numerous crops that they’d planted throughout the region. And then there were the thousands of nameless farmers, who grew their plantations out in the middle of nowhere, beyond the notice of all but their kin. Caravan and her sisters could easily disappear, never to be found by their enemies. Sal was still contemplating the tactical advantages of such guerrilla communities when the ground before him started sprouting arrows.
 
   Almost by instinct, Sal dropped to the ground and rolled for the nearest cover, a dense cluster of saplings just off the path. “Ambush, ambush!” he shouted, and waited for his companions to dive for cover. To his shock, they simply stood there, favoring him with looks of mild amusement. Reit shook his head lightly and stepped forward, harvesting two of the arrows at his feet.
 
   Reit flipped the arrows in his hands until he had both arrows by the head, and then directed his eyes into the trees before him. Sal followed his gaze and found a small compliment of archers spaced out between the branches. One of the archers lowered his bow and nodded. Even as Reit raised the arrows over his head, Sal got the gist of what was going on.
 
   The rebel leader was quick to confirm his suspicions. As the arrows reached their apex, Reit brought them down again, twirling out a series of signals so elaborate that Sal could barely follow them. The arrows seemed to come alive as Reit beat out a pattern as a rock musician would a drum solo. When he was done, Reit dropped the arrows and waited.
 
   He didn’t have to wait long. Whatever message he’d sent had apparently been accepted, for the rest of the lookouts lowered their weapons and allowed Reit and Company to pass.
 
   Must be the right place, Sal thought wryly. I didn’t wind up a human pincushion. Jaren extended a hand to Sal, though he guessed it was more to cover the mage’s amusement than it was to help him to his feet. He brushed off the dead leaves and twigs with as much dignity as he could muster, and then hurried to rejoin his companions as they descended the ridge toward Caravan.
 
   The village at the base of the ridge was set up roughly in a square. Camouflaged but beautifully decorated, the residential area—many wagons serving as both home and shop—made up the perimeter, broken every so often by a guard post. Within this perimeter was a commercial district which ringed a central commons area. A barely visible path led from the top of the ridge to the village center. As they approached, the path began to fill with people.
 
   But something seemed amiss. The village people were not the welcoming party that Sal would have expected. No grand parades for their fearless leader, newly freed from the prison of the Highest. Parents reined in their children, holding them close. More, the children looked as cautious as their parents. Something was wrong. It couldn’t be the wrong village; they had come straight to it, so Reit must have known the location well. And they obviously knew who Reit was, as he didn’t sprout arrows from his chest back at the lookout post.
 
   Then it hit him that he was the reason for their caution.
 
   For the first time since waking in the prison, Sal considered what he must look like. He was still dressed in his black SEAL jumpsuit—minus, of course, his personal effects, body armor, and weaponry, which he’d apparently been relieved of prior to his incarceration. His dirty blonde crew cut had more than a week’s growth on it, and he had the shabby beginnings of a beard. And then there was his eye. He still hadn’t had the chance to inspect the handiwork of the prison emeralds, or Jaren’s touch ups, so he had no idea what it might look like. He was just thankful that he still had it.
 
   Take all this and roll it up in a week’s worth of prison filth and fugitive travel, Sal thought sardonically. You must be quite a sight to see.
 
   At the edge of town, the villagers formed a human barrier. They were confronted by two mages from a nearby guard shack, both with glowing gemstone eyes—red, though, in contrast to Jaren’s green. He wasn’t sure what type of mage they were, but the sheer menace rolling off of them labeled them as a warrior class. All at once, Sal realized there was a much simpler explanation for the way the villagers—and the ruby-eyed guards—regarded him.
 
   He was an outsider, a threat.
 
   Reit moved to one side, and the pair stepped forward and grabbed Sal’s arms, locking them behind his back. Retzu and Jaren did nothing.
 
   Reit turned a stony, expressionless face to Sal. As the villagers pressed in to hear, he addressed Sal in a voice clearly meant for his audience’s benefit.
 
   “James Salvatori, you have expressed interest in finding refuge with us. Having traveled with us, do you still wish it so?” Reit intoned, his words resonating with ritualistic majesty.
 
   Last call, Sal thought to himself. Time to put up or shut up. Seeing no other options, he said, “I do.”
 
   Reit nodded, satisfied. “Then you will be tried by our wisest council, to determine whether you speak from the abundance of your heart. Your usefulness would be great...”
 
   “...but our Cause is greater,” the crowd replied in unison. Apparently, the whole village had a part to play in this ritual.
 
   “You will be held in safety and comfort tonight,” Reit recited. “You will be fed and bathed. You will be healed of any injury that you might have received while traveling with us, and be given rest. You will speak to no one. On the morrow, you shall be tried by the heads of the Gemstone Orders represented in this village.”
 
   “The Sapphire,” called a voice, drawing Sal’s eyes to an old man with blue gemstone eyes as he made his way to the front of the crowd.
 
   “The Amethyst,” came a soprano, a young woman with violet eyes standing a few feet back from Reit.
 
   “The Ruby,” said one of the men at Sal’s elbow, his voice rumbling with menace.
 
   “The Emerald.” With that, Sal saw Jaren slip around him to Reit’s side, his green eyes burning in all their bejeweled glory.
 
   Reit paused another moment, as if waiting for any other gemstone orders to represent themselves. When none did, Reit continued. “Should you be found true in all, you shall be allowed to join our ranks. You shall take up arms against our enemies...”
 
   “...and we shall take up arms against yours,” the crowd again responded.
 
   “Should you be found true but at odds with us, we will not treat you unkindly. Freedom of will is paramount to us—even the freewill of our enemies. You will be taken into the Vale and released, unharmed, to go your own way.” He paused for a moment, implying the gravity of what he would say next. “But should you be found false, both at odds with our Cause and without the integrity to own it, you shall die, as swiftly and painlessly as the Crafter would allow us, for a double-minded man is a danger to others as much as to himself. We shall mourn your death...”
 
   “...but the Cause must survive,” said the villagers.
 
   Reit nodded again, the ritual coming to a close. “Go in peace. Pass the night in contemplation. Face the morrow with honor.” That last having been said, Reit and Jaren stepped aside to admit Sal and his keepers. The crowd parted before them, and then closed behind them as they passed.
 
   It was all that Sal could do to resist the urge to break and run. Which was probably just as well, since the ruby mages seemed the type to have itchy trigger fingers. Sure, he understood that Reit had to keep his people safe. Sure, the villagers would have to be able to trust him if he was to live there with them. But the whole “death—swift and painless” thing was a bit much. Reit could have at least warned him before trussing him like a Thanksgiving turkey. Well, what’s done is done, Sal thought. So biting his lip—hard—he allowed his minders to lead him on.
 
   The rubies and their “guest” continued to attract spectators as Sal was led to a small, one room wagon on the north side of the village square. It didn’t escape Sal’s attention that the door had no knob, only a locking bar across the front of the door. Apparently, the guards weren’t too worried about people breaking into the wagon.
 
   Stopping at the wagon’s wooden steps, the mages bade him enter. He threw them his best we’ll-settle-up-later look, and stepped inside. He winced slightly as the door slammed shut and the bar slid into place. Not exactly the point of no return, Sal thought grimly. I hit that about the time I jumped from that transport plane.
 
   Once inside, though, he had to admit that things didn’t look all that bad-minus the impending death thing, of course. The tiny wagon, breezy and well lit by small windows set high in the walls, seemed to have every amenity. To his right was a straw bed, complete with linen sheets, a warm-looking blanket, and goose down pillows. To his left was a polished wood washtub, big enough for two people, and already filled with steaming water. But it was what stood between them that caught and held his attention, driving all other thoughts from his mind. After three days of greyish-green prison sludge, and a week’s worth of trail rations—which, though they had tasted better, were no more filling—he couldn’t have imagined a feast more tempting than the one that was spread on the table before him.
 
   In the center of the table lay a serving platter, filled to overflowing with huge hunks of meat, dripping with grease. Wedges of yellow cheese and piles of spiced potatoes and onions ringed the platter. The platter was flanked on one side by a basket of dark bread and a butter dish, and on the other side by a pitcher of iced water.
 
   Almost fearing that it was a mirage, Sal attacked the platter with a viciousness seldom seen even in third world countries. Large portions of food vanished into thin air as he virtually inhaled the bounty. But as the frontal assault died down to a skirmish, Sal took a little time to enjoy his meal. And enjoy he did. He happily dribbled grease from the corners of his mouth for the next hour, until finally he could eat no more.
 
   Next he turned his attention to the bath. As he stripped down, he noticed for the first time the leathers hanging on the rack next to the towels. Not wanting to soil the clothes, he decided to bathe before examining them.
 
   He took his time. What grime the flower-scented soap missed he was able to get with a coarse-haired scrub brush, also compliments of the management. Somewhat cleaner, he relaxed and let the slowly cooling water work the knots out of his muscles. He would have been tempted to fall asleep in the tub, had the water not eventually cooled enough to be uncomfortable.
 
   Sufficiently refreshed, he pulled the stopper from the drain, and dried himself as he watched two weeks of stench and filth disappear leisurely in a whirlpool. Interestingly enough, he didn’t hear the telltale splashing of water being dumped under the wagon. But at that point, he was still too worn out to care where the water went.
 
   He returned the towel to the rack and put on the clothes his “captors” had provided for him. Along with the doeskin jerkin and trousers, he found a pair of wool socks and some drawstring knit boxer shorts. Not exactly Fruit of the Loom, he thought to himself, but they’ll do in a pinch. He slipped on a pair of calf-high moccasins he found under the bed, completing the ensemble. Then and only then did he realize the one thing that was missing in his prison cell. A mirror.
 
   He looked himself over as best he could. “I’ve gone native,” he chuckled to himself. Everything seemed to fit, more or less. He guessed Reit had described “the outsider” when he was waving his arrows around, perhaps even sending measurements along with his security concerns. No matter. Anything was better than his old BDUs, which lay in a filthy, ragged heap at his feet.
 
   Satisfied that he’d fulfilled all of Reit’s assignments except for one, he slipped out of everything except his boxers, and draped the clothing neatly over the end of the bed. Then, slipping beneath the covers, he determined to “pass the night in contemplation.”
 
   But as his head hit the pillow, sleep stole him, leaving only his dreams to contemplate.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
   The next morning dawned clear and bright, with the scent of dogwood on the breeze. Sal woke to birdsong, and was content for the first time in what seemed forever. He spent a moment wallowing in blissful innocence, his mind for once not occupied with anything more pressing than right now. All too quickly though, the thought of his upcoming “trial” brought him back to reality. Grudgingly leaving his perfect moment behind, he threw back the covers, grabbed the fresh clothes, and dressed.
 
   He had no sooner pulled on his moccasins than the wagon door eased open. At the foot of the steps were his two minders, looking for all the world as if they hadn’t moved an inch all night. Sighing, Sal got to his feet and left the confines of the wagon, extending his elbows toward the mages with a wry grin.
 
   Apparently, the sarcasm was lost on the rubies, for they took the elbows and led Sal onward without a word. He just sighed again, and vowed to liven this group up a bit, should he survive the trial.
 
   The ruby guards steered Sal through the commercial district and onto the village green. There, in the center, a wooden dais had been erected, about twenty feet squared and four feet off the ground, sheltered by a collapsible pavilion. There were four chairs set up in a square in the center of the stage, all facing a single chair in the middle. Sal could guess which one was the hot seat.
 
   Sal and his minders made their way through the modest congregation standing before the dais. Not exactly a strong showing of the village’s interest in the day’s events. Then it occurred to Sal that they were likely the members of the village’s ruling council, there to monitor, and possibly participate in, the questioning of the stranger. As the rubies led Sal to the dais, one of the mages dropped back, as if to stand guard at the foot of the stairs. The other, a bulky black man with a proud set to his chin, continued with him up the stairs to the central chair. Sal had an unnerving vision of walking the gallows. But there was nothing he could do about that right now. He doubted that he could fight off those currently assembled there, much less the entire village. So he just allowed himself to be led to the chair then sat down, waiting for the show to begin.
 
   The first to speak was his minder. “I am Senosh of Deitrich,” he addressed Sal in a voice just loud enough to be heard by the assembly, his red gemstone eyes smoldering in the morning sunlight. He spoke with respect, jutting that proud chin even higher as if to insinuate the honor his prisoner should feel to know who would be judging him. “I am Head of the Ruby Order. I stand opposed to the Highest. I fight for el’Yatza.” His ritual introduction complete, Senosh took one of the seats behind Sal.
 
   As the ruby sat, an elderly man moved out of the assembly and mounted the stairs. Sal thought the man took the steps a bit too steadily for his apparent age. “I am Menkal of Bastion,” the old mage said in a lazy, country accent through his thick mustaches, fixing his deep blue eyes on Sal. “I am Head of the Sapphire Order. I stand opposed to the Highest, and I fight for el’Yatza.” That said, the old man sat in the other chair to Sal’s rear.
 
   “I am Delana of Eastwind Delta,” came a ringing soprano, hot on Menkal’s heels. Sal had noticed the pretty woman the day before, but now he had a moment to truly appreciate how beautiful, how very self-possessed she really was. Her night-black hair was done up in braids and bound together at the base of her neck, revealing a copper-skinned face. Her cheekbones stood high on her face, giving her an air of vanity. Sal could almost swear the woman was Hispanic, or of some other western European descent, but her enchanting violet gemstone eyes quickly reminded him that she was not.
 
   “I am Head of the Amethyst Order,” she continued. “I stand opposed to the Highest. I fight for el’Yatza.” She took the chair to Sal’s right. He couldn’t be sure, but he thought he saw the barest hint of a smile play stealthily across her lips.
 
   There was no smile on Jaren’s face when he appeared though. Cleaned up, the mage almost seemed a new man, with his chestnut hair neatly swept back and wearing robes and finery befitting his station, as the other Heads of Order were. No smile, to be sure, but no other expression of familiarity either. Jaren was all business.
 
   “I am Jaren of Darsen’s Way. I am Head of the Emerald Order. I stand opposed to the Highest. I fight for el’Yatza.”
 
   That last was said with a conviction Sal thought had to have been born well before Schel Veylin prison. The assembly might have noticed it as well, for they issued a soft murmur of approval as Jaren took his seat.
 
   All seats now filled, Sal’s eyes returned to the bottom of the stairs and fell upon Reit, dressed in tan studded leather. His shining black hair fell in waves about his shoulders, and his goatee and mustache were neatly trimmed. Other than a sheathed sword belted to his side, he wore no finery. Nothing to set him apart from the people he led.
 
   Oddly enough, the same could be said for Retzu. His armor was a dull black studded leather, cut to allow ease of movement. He wore his gold-hilted sword strapped to his back. His hair fell to one side of the hilt, bound in a ponytail by a plain gold clip that matched his hilt. His facial hair matched his twin’s exactly, adorning a somber face that defied his very nature. That look, if nothing else, brought home to Sal the gravity of the situation.
 
   Reit ascended the dais and took his place directly behind Sal’s chair, while Retzu stood guard at the foot of the steps. “I am Reit Windon du’Nograh of Aitaxen,” he said with an authority that surprised even Sal. “I am called el’Yatza, the Hand of the Crafter. I stand opposed to the Highest. And I fight for my people.”
 
   His last words were met with a deafening cheer, surprisingly loud for such a small assembly. In the surrounding forests, whole flocks of birds took to the air in response, covering the sky in a feathered rainbow. All around the village, people paused in their daily chores for just a moment to take in the ruckus on the green, and then returned to their various duties.
 
   After a few moments, Reit raised his hands for order, which was grudgingly granted. But if anyone was offended by Reit’s call for silence, they showed no sign. The flock before the dais obeyed their shepherd with an appreciation and respect that approached reverence.
 
   “By your leave...” he prompted, indicating the mages spaced out around the dais. As one, they nodded their assent, granting him permission to proceed.
 
   The rebel leader clamped his hands behind him and started to casually circle the central chair, keeping his eyes locked on Sal. Sal got the distinct impression of being sized up by a tiger, trying to decide the best way to attack his prey.
 
   “You are an outsider,” Reit began simply enough, addressing Sal in a decidedly non-ritualistic tone. It seemed enough to explain the situation and cut to the heart of the matter. Sal could respect that. “We know nothing of you, your past, your intentions. During the course of this... interview, we shall try to rectify that. Please put yourself at ease, and answer each question honestly and to the fullest extent of your knowledge. Remember, no harm will befall you if you are found true, no matter your allegiance. Now then, please state your name for those assembled.”
 
   “James Edward Salvatori, Lieutenant, United States Navy,” Sal answered, wondering idly if he should offer his service number as well.
 
   “True,” came three voices, followed by an uncertain, drawling “false”. Sal whipped his head around in confusion. Seemingly unperturbed, as if this were a mere matter of course, Reit paused for a moment and gave the floor to the mage, Menkal.
 
   “He’s not at peace with his answer,” said the sapphire carefully, searching for the right words. “While the answer is essentially true, it’s my opinion that this is not the name he answers to most comfortably.”
 
   Reit nodded his thanks and resumed his pacing. “How are you most comfortably known, James Edward Salvatori?” he asked.
 
   Knowing no other way to answer, Sal shrugged and said, “My friends call me Sal.” This time, he was rewarded with an unbroken chorus of “true.”
 
   Suddenly, it became clear to Sal what was going on, or at least in part. On their flight from Schel Veylin, Jaren had spoken a little about the magical way that mages view the world. Emeralds saw the processes of all things living, sapphires saw stress levels... Having all four types of mages here concentrating their special abilities on him, they were acting like one big polygraph machine. 
 
   As he reached this realization, he heard the soprano’s voice murmur, “He’s a sharp one.”
 
   “I agree,” Menkal said. “He just grew very excited, and is now at a deep level of peace. I believe he’s figured something out.”
 
   Reit raised his eyebrows meaningfully, prompting Sal to explain. “I just realized that this is a lie-detector test. Your people need to be able to accept me, so the first thing you gotta figure out is how honest I can be with you. Even the assurance of safety is no guarantee that I can be trusted. That’s why the mages are here—to see if I’m holding back.”
 
   Reit nodded appreciatively. “Yes, but that is a discussion for later. Let us continue. Where are you from?”
 
   “Dothan, Alabama.”
 
   True.
 
   “And where is this place?”
 
   “The United States of America.”
 
   True.
 
   Sal heard whispers among the council. Obviously, this sophisticated and learned council, with all their apparent knowledge of their world, had never heard of such a place. He suddenly felt his lips twitch in mirth. He knew where this was headed.
 
   “I’ve never heard of this ‘America’,” Reit said, confirming Sal’s suspicions. “Where is it?”
 
   “On a planet called Earth,” said Sal, his smile growing.
 
   True. The murmurs grew louder.
 
   “Are you saying that you are not of this world?”
 
   “That’s correct.”
 
   True. The murmuring was stifled in gasps of astonishment, some of which came from the lie-detecting mages themselves. All except for Jaren, who’s own lips twitched, briefly mirroring Sal’s grin before resuming their stoic cast.
 
   “Do you know how you got to this world?”
 
   “No.”
 
   True.
 
   Reit paused for a moment, and changed his line of questioning.
 
   “What was your occupation in your world?”
 
   “I was a Navy SEAL—a member of an elite military group.”
 
   True.
 
   “Ah, a soldier. A warrior. And were you in battle when you came to this world?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   True.
 
   “Who was the last person you saw in your world?”
 
   That one caught Sal by surprise. Why in the world would this be relevant? Sal couldn’t believe that Reit was planning to make him out to be a traitor, consorting with the enemy. If he’d wanted to do away with Sal, he could have done it any time he’d chosen to. Brushing the irrational fear aside, Sal took a deep breath and answered. “I believe it to have been what you call a granite mage.”
 
   True.
 
   The council exploded. Questions of “how?” and “why?” filled the air as Reit again raised his hands for order. Silence was slow in coming, and not complete when it finally did, but Reit pressed on.
 
   “How is it possible that a granite from our world could appear in a battle in your world?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   True.
 
   “Do you think that the granite might be the common element, or even the cause, of your unexpected visit to our world?”
 
   Sal was stunned silent. It was so simple. Why hadn’t he seen it sooner? “Yes,” he said breathlessly. “I think it’s possible. But how…?” 
 
   “That is an important question, but one for a day when we can devote the time and resources to finding the solution. Right now, though, I have one more line of questioning.” Reit paused for effect, but it was evident even before he spoke that this portion of the interview had been preplanned, one that Sal had been deftly maneuvered into. “Our Cause is one of freedom. Is this a cause worth fighting for in your world?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   True.
 
   “Our Cause constantly pits us against the minions of the Highest, who often are, or are affiliated with, the Granite Order. Would you say that it’s possible that we share a common enemy?”
 
   A sober question, and a loaded one. Sal knew what Reit was asking him, and he suddenly realized just how far-reaching such a commitment could be. He knew coming in that Reit would expect Sal to pull his weight, to become more than just a resident of his rebel village. He wasn’t inviting Sal to be a guest—he was inviting Sal into his world. Reit wanted to recruit Sal, heart and soul, for his Cause, a proposition that may one day come in conflict with his own personal plans to return to Earth. He almost balked, the fear of never returning home weighing heavily on him. But as he let his eyes wander among the council, he saw the fear and desperation beneath their masks of dignity, and instantly he was ashamed of himself. Here he was, worried about never getting home again, while these people were fighting for their very lives. Wasn’t that why he went into the Navy for in the first place, to protect those who enjoyed freedom and to bring freedom to those who had none?
 
   Sal’s breath caught in his throat. He was here, being given the opportunity to do exactly what he’d always wanted to do. Maybe the wrong planet, but nonetheless the right fight. With no further doubt, Sal firmly said “Yes.”
 
   True.
 
   ***
 
   By late morning, the council at the bottom of the dais was satisfied, and one of their number gave a nod to a young boy who’d been standing in attendance. Immediately, the runner hopped off the steps of the dais and sprinted into the surrounding village. Seeing this, Reit stopped pacing and turned to face Sal fully, a satisfied, yet dignified smile stretching across his face.
 
   “Lieutenant James Edward Salvatori... Sal... You have been asked many questions, some of which I’m sure you found a bit personal, but you answered all with great poise and integrity. I’ll not dishonor that integrity by calling upon you to swear fealty to me, as some leaders would. I am no great man, only a man with a great burden. I ask you, of your own accord, to share that burden with me and those who follow me, for as long as you would see fit.” With that, he offered his right hand to Sal.
 
   Sal knew that this part was just a formality. He’d been accepted by Reit, the village council, all the folks that really mattered. But it filled him with pride all the same to take his friend’s hand and complete the cycle. The council cheered and crowded into the pavilion to greet their new brother-in-arms.
 
   After a few moments, Reit worked his way into the tumult and cleared a path for Sal. As they neared the steps leading down to the green, Reit waved his hand out before them. “Sal, behold your new home.”
 
   Sal stepped down from the platform amidst myriad welcomes, ranging from handshakes to pats on the back to all-out embraces from the women of the village. Embarrassed at first, Sal grew accustomed to it as the greeting wore on. Not that he had much choice in the matter, anyway. It wasn’t so much the contact that embarrassed him as the attention. But he was the new guy, and he just went through the interview from Hell. He supposed the welcome was sort of an apology for having to go through that. Apology accepted, he thought, snickering as he hugged a particular fluffy, grandmotherly woman.
 
   Finally, the crowd disbursed and went their separate ways, leaving the twins and Jaren to help Sal settle in.
 
   First order of business was to find Sal a place to live. The foursome left the village square for the streets, giving Sal a leisurely tour as they went. Various shops were pointed out—blacksmith, carpenter, fletcher—as well as strategically defensible spots within the village structure. Sal was pleased to note that the rebels, though little more than a collection of farmers, rowdies, and hicks, were fairly well organized. Sal attributed it to leadership. Reit seemed to bring out the best in these people, and that he commanded their fiercest loyalty was unquestioned. Even as they strolled casually through the streets, Sal noticed the gleams of encouragement in the eyes of the villagers as they picked up the pace of their work, if only to garner a smile from their el’Yatza.
 
   The troop stopped at a supply wagon, just a few rows in from the village green. The wagon, though not much larger than Sal’s accommodations from the night before, was heavily laden with awnings, tools, and scrap wood. With the help of his friends, Sal picked out what supplies he needed to build a respectable tent and the amenities to furnish it. These he put off in one corner of the wagon, to be retrieved after the tour.
 
   They continued on, covering little more than a third of the town by the time they reached Reit’s wagon at the end of a main thoroughfare not far from Sal’s supply wagon. Nearly twice as large as Sal’s “guest quarters”, Reit’s wagon was still sleek enough to be easily moved by one horse. The door and shutters were brightly painted, and decorated to give it a homey feel that obviously did not belong to a bachelor. Sal spied a fire burning in a pit on the far side of the wagon, with a large black kettle suspended over the flames. Reit directed his friends toward a cluster of seat pillows ringing the fire. He didn’t exactly invite his friends to dine with him; it was simply understood.
 
   Still many feet away from the fire pit, the smell of stewed meat and potatoes tickled Sal’s nose, bringing fond memories of the night before. But before Sal could ask who he had to thank for the repast, she presented herself.
 
   Delana, the mage from Eastwind Delta.
 
   “I believe you’ve already met my wife,” Reit said by way of introduction. Delana curtsied prettily, bringing an adoring smile to Reit’s face, and a thunderstruck look to Sal’s. “I apologize if I offend you, Sal, but you were an outsider, and custom would not allow even me the courtesy of properly introducing you earlier. At least she was able to prepare your quarters last night.”
 
   “Oh no... I understand,” Sal assured him, then turned to Delana, stumbling through an awkward bow. “I thank you for your hospitality, ma’am.”
 
   This brought a charming giggle from the amethyst, who shooed formality away and embraced Sal warmly. “We’ll get along just fine, Sal. So long as you promise never to call me ma’am again, that is,” she said with mock seriousness. “Besides, it was the least I could do, you boys having just missed Sowing and all.”
 
   “Sowing?”
 
   “One of our five festivals. All in good time,” Reit said, waving off Sal’s confusion and offering him a seat.
 
   They took their ease around the firepit, and Delana served up steaming bowls of the stew. As Sal received his bowl, he asked, “So what was all the fuss about when the ‘interview’ was done?”
 
   “Being greeted by the village?” Reit asked quizzically. “Are your customs not similar in your world?”
 
   “No way. You move in, and that’s it.” Sal said, talking around a mouthful of the succulent meat. “I mean, in smaller towns it’s a bit different. You got the welcome wagon, people who volunteer their time to make newcomers feel at home, but nothing like that!”
 
   “Our custom is influenced by our situation,” Jaren said. “We are looked upon as criminals by the ruler of this land, and we are constantly under attack. This has caused each one of our villages to become more like families than communities. And as such, we tend to treat each newcomer as a long lost brother.”
 
   “Good way to put it,” Retzu commented. “Fact is, we actually get very few newcomers, so we view each one as a blessing from the Crafter Hisself.”
 
   Before Sal could ask the younger twin to elaborate, Delana returned to some of the trial topics, and asked Sal to expand on some of the more personal answers—family, friends, female attachments back home and the like. He muddled through as best he could, Delana listening with keen, calculating interest. He made the sad mistake of revealing his bachelor status, and she pounced on that tidbit like a drunk on a fifth of Jack. Sal had the sinking feeling that his friend’s wife was already trying to play matchmaker. 
 
   “So what attracted you to Reit?” Sal said, desperately hoping to get out from under the microscope for a few minutes. He winced as soon as the words were out of his mouth. Already in matchmaking mode, the question could only serve to fan the flames of her interest. Why couldn’t he pick something less romantic to talk about—like, say, favorite summertime diseases?
 
   “I’d have to say it was his confidence, his determination,” she said thoughtfully. Sal heard Retzu stifle a chuckle. Apparently, so did Delana, for she made a distinct point to ignore her brother-in-law.
 
   “I don’t know about all that,” Reit interjected, completely oblivious to the exchange. “A confident man wouldn’t have so many advisors, or constantly worry if one of his decisions might—”
 
   “Dear?”
 
   “Yes, love?”
 
   “This is my story. Kindly butt out?”
 
   Reit threw up his hands in mock surrender, much to everyone’s amusement.
 
   “When I was fifteen,” she continued with a patient grin for her husband, “I came home for the summer to take a break from my studies at Bastion. It was the height of the political season, when dignitaries the world over would flock to Eastwind Delta, en route to Schel Veylin to audience with the Highest. Every year, my father would outfit one of his fishing trawlers for river travel, and ferry these dignitaries upstream to the Veylin highroad at the foot of the Icebreak Mountains.
 
   “This particular summer, I was working on Father’s ferry when I happened upon a young man about my age. He was bound for Bayton, not Schel Veylin like the other nobles. That had me quite curious. He was darkly handsome, well built—much more appealing than I eventually found his gangly brother to be,” she said archly, pausing to cast Retzu, who had started snickering again, a withering look. This made Retzu only laugh the harder. Reit sat in silence, a small embarrassed smile stretching across his flushed face.
 
   “I remember him traveling alone,” Delana said. “He was a somber young man, sullen, much too serious for his age. Even watching him on the deck, staring out quietly over the river, I could see his mind absolutely rife with activity. Amethyst sight,” she said, indicating her violet eyes. “I didn’t know what was troubling him, but he looked like he could use a friend. So I introduced myself to him. Rather forward for a girl too young to marry, I know, but something about him just drew me in like a lodestone. Well, we took to each other from the start. I’m afraid I wasn’t much help for my father over the next few days.
 
   “Anyway, one night, about midway upriver, we stole off the ferry and went walking by moonlight,” she continued. “We enjoyed each other’s company so much that we lost track of time. Get your mind out of the slop buckets!” she chided as Retzu redoubled his efforts to keep from laughing out loud. “He was a perfect gentleman, thank you very much. As I was saying, we lost track of time, and when we finally returned, we found that the ferry had left without us. Apparently, Da thought I was still abed.
 
   “Naturally, I was frightened. Reit solemnly vowed that he’d return me to my father unmoles—err, unharmed, rather,” she amended as Retzu tried vainly to restrain his worsening convulsions. Hissing through her teeth, Delana continued. “And when I looked into his eyes, I saw that he had complete faith that what he promised, he could deliver, so I trusted him.
 
   “For the next three days, we lived off the land, following the river as it wove its way toward the Vale. We found ourselves growing more fond of each other as the hours and miles passed, until—”
 
   Retzu couldn’t contain himself any longer. He burst out in laughter so hard that he couldn’t breathe. Between the tears and gasps he choked out, “They were... a week... south of the highroad... going the wrong way!” His revelation given, Retzu collapsed into a mass of convulsing mirth.
 
   Delana’s violet gemstone eyes flashed in reply, and Retzu was instantly showered in sparks. Static coursed across the assassin’s body, standing his hair on end. Still Retzu chortled in between his grunts of pain.
 
   Despite her best efforts, the damage had been done. Sal and Jaren had joined their friend, rolling in laughter. Even Reit was chuckling shyly.
 
   “How were we to know that he was following a tributary?” she demanded in her husband’s defense. Not that anyone could hear her through their own gasps and wheezes. And not that it mattered anyway. The merriment was contagious and, with no other recourse, soon even Delana was cackling uncontrollably.
 
   ***
 
   Retzu took the rest of the meal pacing around the fire pit, still much too jittery to remain seated for very long. During a lull in the conversation, he asked Sal what his immediate plans might be.
 
   “Probably to avoid any stray lightning bolts,” Sal teased.
 
   “I was meaning as far as employment, mate. A man has to earn his way, after all.”
 
   “Oh. Well, to be honest, I hadn’t given it much thought. I really don’t even know how I could be useful around here. I’m a trained soldier, but that’s more of an as-needed type of job, not a full time one.”
 
   “Y’got that right,” said the assassin emphatically. “Sometimes I pray the Crafter for a raid just so I can actually get off my duff. I suppose I can train you in the ways of shol’tuk. That should keep us both busy, at least part of the time.”
 
   “Shol-what?”
 
   “Shol’tuk. ‘Silent blade’ or ‘silent death’, depending on where you’re from. It’s the assassin’s art of killing.”
 
   “So I’m gonna be a ninja, huh? You know... a ninj—never mind, wrong world. Yeah, that’s right up my alley. I’m sure I’d like that.”
 
   Jaren slipped a hand up for Sal’s attention. “If memory serves, you mentioned an uncle yesterday during the questioning. You said he worked with gems?”
 
   “Yeah, my Uncle Gordon. He was a jeweler in Birmingham before he relocated to Tulsa. I worked my way through college at his shop. Why do you ask?”
 
   “Ah, yes,” Reit said, catching on. “Marissa. She’s one of the local artisans—what you call a jeweler in your world, though ‘gemsmith’ would be a bit closer to the truth. She recently lost her apprentice to the rigors of motherhood, so she could probably use the help.” Reit raised his eyebrows, silently asking Sal his opinion.
 
   Sal’s eyebrows pinched as he considered the idea. So lost in thought was he, that he completely missed the twinkle in Delana’s eyes.
 
   “Yeah, I’d like that,” he said finally. “I’m probably a little rusty, but that stuff’s like riding a bike.”
 
   “What’s a bike?”
 
   “Never mind.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
   The twins and the emerald led Sal around the village for the rest of the afternoon, exploring every thoroughfare and back alley until they were satisfied that he could find his way home and to each of their respective dwellings. As they walked, they talked about the similarities and differences between their two worlds.
 
   “Norean,” Reit said, laying a hand upon his own chest. “And Delana, she’s Plainsfolk.”
 
   “Caucasian and Hispanic, respectively,” Sal returned. “But then again, she could also pass for Native American.”
 
   “Ummm… what about Mandiblean?” asked Jaren, indicating Senosh further down the thoroughfare.
 
   “Black, African, or African American, depending on where you live.”
 
   “Then there’s Onatae…” Retzu added, scanning the village briefly before finally settling on a gangly boy in amongst other gangly boys.
 
   “Oriental, or Asian,” said Sal. “Specifically, he looks Japanese, which is kind of a branch off the main race. All of our races are like that. It comes from having the main races spread out over the continents, allowing smaller groups to evolve and adapt to environments and situations that their close cousins might not have to experience. Over time, the differences can accumulate, becoming quite pronounced—almost a new race all by themselves.”
 
   “Absolutely remarkable,” Jaren commented.
 
   “Yeah. Funny though, in America, we’ve got it in reverse. Since ours is a country of immigrants, its like many streams combining to form a single river.”
 
   “Quite like our Valenese,” the emerald nodded, waiting for Sal to continue.
 
   “Yeah, okay. Well, take me for example. My father’s family is Italian, which is somewhere between Norean and Plainsfolk, but my mother’s side is Jewish, which… well... I actually don’t see anyone who looks—wait. Right there!” He pointed out a tight knot of men, huddled off by themselves. They were a stoic bunch, not even offering up a smile for their beloved el’Yatza.
 
   “Ysreans,” Jaren said. “We don’t get very many of them. A pity, too. They’re a race singularly devoted to the Crafter, and more fiercely opposed to the Highest than any but Reit himself.”
 
   “They find the Highest’s claim of Vicar to be nothing short of blasphemy,” Reit picked up where Jaren left off. “Can’t say I disagree. They believe that they were once the Chosen of the Crafter, but somehow lost His favor long before Ysra tuk’sheol. That’s why they call themselves Ysrean. It means ‘abandoned’ or ‘forgotten’. The island of Ysre is all that’s left of the land they believe is promised them by the Crafter, and they are loathe to leave it.”
 
   “Well, I can’t think of anyone else. It seems like you really got every color of the rainbow.”
 
   “Yes, we have nearly every intelligent race represented here,” Reit said with some note of accomplishment. “The desire for one’s children to know freedom transcends every barrier.”
 
   Sal’s eyebrows furrowed in confusion. Nearly? By Earth’s standards, the village left no race out. “Who’s missing?” he wondered aloud.
 
   “Well, for one, if we are to believe the legends, we still lack a dragon,” Reit chuckled.
 
   “Dragon? Yeah, right,” he scoffed.
 
   Jaren looked askance at Sal. “You know of the Dragon race in your world?”
 
   “Big lizards? Scales? Wings? Breath fire?”
 
   The emerald laughed. “Yes, that’s them. Or the fire wyrms, anyway—red dragons. The other elemental dragons are said to have different abilities, mundane expressions of the soulgems they resemble. It’s said that the galvanic dragons have even become one with their element, shedding their once-violet scales to become living bolts of electricity. Then there’s the basilisk. They have no wings, as do their cousins. But unlike other dragons, basilisks are able to wield mana to a certain extent, enabling them to turn their enemies to stone.”
 
   “And they’re intelligent?”
 
   “Indeed! The stories say that dragons used to be human. Then long ago, they gave themselves completely to their magic, or some such,” he waved dismissively. “Unfortunately, if they do exist, they’re even more secretive than granites, so we can neither confirm nor disprove. All we have are rumors.”
 
   “Have you ever tried to find them? Get them to help you?”
 
   “Many seek, but few live to tell the tale,” Retzu muttered ominously.
 
   ***
 
   The sun was still high in the sky when Reit and Jaren excused themselves to prepare for a council meeting, leaving Sal in Retzu’s capable hands. “We’ve covered about as much ground as we can here. What say we make our introductions to your new employer,” he suggested, setting off across the village without waiting for Sal’s response.
 
   The artisan’s wagon looked just as Sal imagined it might. It was a classic example of ordered chaos. A canopy jutted out to one side of the wagon, shading an open workshop. Lathes, clamps, and precision tools of every sort hung from a pegboard jury-rigged to the side the wagon. At the workbench sat a woman, her back to Sal and Retzu. She was completely oblivious as they approached.
 
   The assassin waved Sal back, and crept up silently behind the artisan. “Marissa,” he said, much louder than necessary.
 
   Startled, the woman dropped her project on the ground. As she bent to retrieve it, her stool swept out from under her, dumping her unceremoniously on the ground. “Confound it, Retzu,” came a muffled protest from the writhing mass of red hair and green velvet as Marissa struggled unsuccessfully to regain her feet. “I’ve told you time and again not to sneak up on me while I’m working. I swear, if you weren’t—well, hello, who do we have here?” she fairly purred as her eyes fell upon the newcomer, her disheveled hair finally pushed back out of her face.
 
   Retzu cleared his throat. “Marissa Loh’tein, may I present James Salvatori. Your new apprentice.” The introduction, though received by both parties, still took moments to register.
 
   The woman was just a bit shorter than Sal, with flowing auburn hair and striking green eyes. Slightly plump, her weight actually complimented her frame, developing divinely in all the proper places. Her smile was eager and inviting, her lips pouty and full, her—
 
   A cough from Retzu broke the spell. Sal was so embarrassed by the lapse that he didn’t even notice the similar lapse that befell Marissa. Both rushed to resume the introduction.
 
   “Umm, just call me Sal,” he said, extending his hand. “A pleasure to meet you,” she said, extending her hand.
 
   Apparently neither was watching what they were doing. Instead of shaking hands, they wound up rapping knuckles. This surprised both and they started giggling like children. Retzu stepped in to try to salvage the situation.
 
   “Marissa, Sal here used to work as an artisan with his uncle.”
 
   “Indeed?” She asked excitedly. “Where is his shop? I might have traded with him before.”
 
   Sal was caught off guard, and bogged down. Before his stammering lips could form an answer, Retzu pressed onward.
 
   “Since you are in need of an apprentice, and he is in need of employment, would you consider hiring him?”
 
   “Oh, of course,” she said, a bit too enthusiastically.
 
   “Settled then. I’m sure you will find him quite useful. He has a very refreshing way of seeing things, and I have no doubt that you’ll find him an asset to your work. I’ll just leave you two now to discuss things, get to know... ah, whatever.” He muttered this last and chuckled hopelessly as he walked off, completely ignored.
 
   For long moments, the two simply stood there, staring at each other until finally the awkwardness of the situation set them both to laughing again.
 
   “So, you’re new to Caravan?” Marissa asked, the first to speak.
 
   “You weren’t at the town meeting in the square this morning?” he asked, feeling a slight twinge of disappointment.
 
   “The questioning? No,” she scoffed. “I may well be the ranking artisan in town, but I have no interest in the Questioning. If I wanted to know if someone is telling me the truth, I’d use one of my artifacts. I don’t have to rely on a mage for that.”
 
   She handed Sal a silver-backed broach from her work bench. It depicted a rose in marvelous detail, with chipped rubies for the petals, emeralds for the stem and leaves, and amethysts and sapphires for ribbons and scroll work. It was captivating. He absently rubbed at his left eye as it started to tingle.
 
   “Nice work,” Sal said lamely. “But how...?”
 
   She took the broach from him, eager to demonstrate her handiwork. “See the runes here?” She indicated on the back. “Those activate the gems when the broach is worn, like this...” She pinned it on the front of Sal’s jerkin, then smoothed the jerkin flat. Sal felt the cold silver of the pin against his chest, and his eye tingled again.
 
   “Okay, now ask me a question. Anything.”
 
   Sal thought for a moment, dispelling the multitude of inappropriate questions he’d very much like to ask. “What’s your full name?”
 
   “Marissa Daune Loh’tein,” she said with a barely noticeable trace of irritation. “You could’ve picked something a bit harder. No matter. Now, what did you feel from the broach?”
 
   “Nothing,” Sal said with a shrug.
 
   “Right, now ask me another question.”
 
   “Are you married?”
 
   “Yes,” she answered with a smirk. As the word fell from her lips (those full, sweet lips), the broach began to vibrate wildly. Sal jumped at the movement.
 
   “Whoa....a magic pocket pager!”
 
   “A what?”
 
   “Never mind.”
 
   “Anyway, do you see? The magic will detect any lie the wearer hears, causing the broach to vibrate. Granted, it doesn’t work that well when the speaker is nervous or feverish or stricken by any of a number of ailments...”
 
   “Hey, any help is better than none,” Sal said appreciatively, unpinning the artifact and raising it to the fading afternoon light. The gems were simply cut, fit into position with obvious care and skill. On the back, the runes, though perfectly shaped, were not so complex that he couldn’t recreate it. In fact, with practice, he was positive he could.
 
   “Show me more,” he said, and Marissa flushed with pleasure at his rapt attention. As if I could give her any other kind, Sal mused.
 
   ***
 
   They passed the afternoon and much of the evening talking and examining Marissa’s wares. Once Sal almost blew up her wagon when he rubbed the runes on the wrong scepter, sending a fireball streaking across the early evening sky. Erring on the side of caution, they decided to call it a night. Just as well, Sal thought. Burning my boss’s house down wouldn’t look good on a resume.
 
   “One moment,” Marissa said as he turned to leave. “I have something that might give you a bit of a leg up.”
 
   She ran into her wagon, emerging moments later with a small, leather-bound notebook. “It’s a book of runes,” she explained. “It’s not as complete as some of my others, but it’ll get you off to a decent start.”
 
   Taking the notebook, he muttered an awkward “good night”, and left for his supply wagon. He didn’t make very good time, walking backwards and waving as he was. Finally, Marissa—such a beautiful name!—passed from his sight, and he was able to turn around and watch where he was going.
 
   His step had a spring to it. And why not? There wasn’t a cloud in the sky. Children laughed and played in the street around him, making the best of the quickly fading daylight. And he had a nice, quiet job with a boss who was unbelievably hot! Yep. Life was good.
 
   A warm breeze ruffled the pages in his hand, bringing to mind his homework assignment. Sighing, he shook the stars from his eyes and lifted the pages.
 
   …and stopped him dead in his tracks.
 
   ***
 
   He detoured past his wagon, instead heading for Reit’s place. Running up, he found Jaren there as well, discussing something or another with the leader of the Resistance. Good. Saves time from having to hunt him down.
 
   “What’s this?” Sal demanded, thrusting the open book forward. Reit shrugged his shoulders, a dumb look on his face.
 
   Jaren glanced at the papers and said simply, “Runes and their definitions. But if you have a specific question about them, perhaps Marissa would be—”
 
   “No, no, no... I mean the language it’s written in,” he said, his hand trembling violently.
 
   “Script,” Jaren said. “Our written language has no real name anymore, but I do recall an ancient text during my days at Bastion where both script and spoken were referred to by another name. I believe it was... umm... Inda-? No, no. Inga. Yes, That’s it. Inga’Lish.”
 
   “English,” Sal said thickly, correcting him.
 
   ***
 
   “People, please...one at a time,” Reit boomed through the council tent. Obediently, the conflicting voices died down and the Heads of Order and Guild patiently waited their turn.
 
   “Look, I don’t know what it means.” Jaren explained yet again. “But running off on baseless theories will get us nowhere. We’ve got to think about this, people, not chase every rabbit trail that presents itself.”
 
   Sal spoke next. “Well, we know one thing for certain. Travel between our worlds is possible. Heck, just the fact that I’m here proves it.”
 
   “But how long has it been possible?” This from Marissa. “The Artisans Guild was formed over a thousand years ago, and has texts dating back at least another nine hundred before that. And all of them are written in scri-errr... Inga’Lish.”
 
   Menkal had said nothing throughout the discussion, content to quietly whittle wood in the corner, but now broke silence. “I agree that we have to consider that our worlds are linked, and have been for a while,” he drawled through his white mustaches, brushing wood chips from his rawhide overalls. “Sal speaking and understanding our language should’ve confirmed that right off, to say nothing of his ability to read script. But I practically grew up in Bastion, and thanks to my father’s appointment to an instructorship at the Academy, I’ve read near ‘bout every book in the Archives. And I’ve never once seen anything about anyone world-hopping.”
 
   Reit held up a hand, and the rest of the tent fell silent. When he spoke, he did so slowly, deliberately, clearly intent on steering the conversation in a more profitable direction. “So it has to have happened before, given the similarity in language. And according to Sal, even the races of both worlds are similar. Yet it’s such a rare occurrence that even though at least one culture has had a fundamental influence on the other, there is no record of any link between the two.”
 
   “Well, we have lost a lot of our history.” Menkal reminded him.
 
   This interested Sal. “Lost? How?”
 
   “About four thousand years ago, there was a worldwide cataclysm, called the Rending of Heaven and Earth by some, or the Day of the Crafter’s Tears, or Ysra tuk’sheol by those who speak one of our more obscure, ancient tongues,” Jaren explained.
 
   “‘The Coming of the Hellblade’,” Retzu translated with a hint of dread.
 
   “Just so,” the emerald affirmed. “As the name implies, it was an event that shook the very foundations of the earth. Land masses rose and fell, and much of the world was destroyed. Tradition holds that the world was just two thousand years old at that point, having formed in a massive collision of elements. Some say that the world was actually much older, and filled with a people far more advanced than we. Unfortunately, our ancestors were very warlike, and destroyed themselves and everything they knew. The world you see, and its various peoples, are all that’s left of them.”
 
   “So your culture had to start all over again,” Sal said, shocked. He couldn’t imagine a world capable of global war being reduced to medievalism. “But I don’t get it. You’re intelligent people. Why haven’t you advanced beyond... this?” he asked, gesturing vaguely around the tent.
 
   “The Highest,” said all present, nearly in unison, before dropping off into an uneasy hush. Sal scanned those silent faces, but none seemed willing to elaborate.
 
   “You’ll have to forgive us,” Reit said after a moment. “What we do here tonight is considered heresy throughout the mainland, and even though we are in the right, it is difficult for some to speak openly against those things which have been in place since the foundation of the world, and all the more difficult to entrust these things to you, our newest member. Please understand that we do trust you—your questioning brought us to this point—but what we say here, we do not say lightly.
 
   “See, the Highest holds most of the world by the throat,” he continued. “Few regions escape his influence—the Outer Reaches, the Scar, the islands of Leviathan’s Maw—and any who might live in this regions are wise to remain there. Even if we tried, we’d likely find no ally in any of them, so we Mainlanders are on our own. Now, if the Highest were any normal enemy, we would gather an army and launch an assault against him. Granted, this is still our ultimate plan, but first—”
 
   “But isn’t he supposed to be immortal?” Sal broke in, confused.
 
   “Supposedly,” Retzu affirmed eagerly, though with a touch of sadness that seemed out of place. “A few months ago—”
 
   “Another time, Ret,” Reit admonished sharply, casting his eyes askance, his gaze silently speaking volumes. The assassin fell silent at once, uncharacteristically submissive to his twin. Apparently, whatever had passed between them was an old argument, one that would not be fought today.
 
   The rebel leader turned his attention back to Sal. “Suffice it to say that the Highest may not be so immortal as we’ve always believed. I do not want us to dwell on this point just yet, as others have tried—and failed—to bring about the Highest’s downfall by sheer might. Our Cause is too important for that kind of failure, to risk being annihilated on the hollow promise of a rumor, so our first goal is to fortify. That, before anything else. We strengthen our position, hold our ground, and work to ensure that the Cause will survive us should we fail. That means education—something that in itself is not easy to come by.”
 
   “All forms of education must be approved by the Highest and his court,” Jaren interjected. “He allows the general population only the most basic understanding of the world and strictly regulates the rest, completely outlawing any unauthorized curriculum, especially concerning knowledge dating back to the time of the Rending. Any such information is confiscated as soon as soon as it is brought to light, and sent to the Archives in Bastion where it is cataloged and guarded zealously by the Earthen Rank. The only people who have access to the Archives are the mages that study there, and those caught teaching from the wrong texts, or copying them, are quietly ‘relocated’.”
 
   “Yeah, to the bosom of the Crafter,” Retzu scoffed, without much humor.
 
   “Keep the people ignorant and they’re easier to control,” Sal summarized. “It’s a common characteristic of any totalitarian system I’ve ever studied. The part about the Rending confuses me a bit, but the rest is pretty familiar. He wants the public as dumb as possible while still remaining functional. But if the mages have access to these Archives, why don’t they…?” He shrugged and spread his hands. He wasn’t sure what actions, if any, were possible, but action of some sort was necessary.
 
   “Because they’ve got it good,” Menkal stated matter-of-factly about his own kind. The other mages nodded in agreement. “Why risk your life when you can live a long one and let your knowledge die with you? Those of us here have discussed what little we learned from the Archives, but we’re pitifully few, and our answers fewer.”
 
   “Besides, most of the general population—mage or mundane—don’t really want to oppose the Highest,” coughed a gruff voice from the far side of the tent, belonging to an old woman with a leathery face. “He’s been around so long that most consider him a demigod, the Vicar of the Crafter Himself. Scores of churches are commissioned each year in the Highest’s name.”
 
   “Exactly,” Reit said. “Without the knowledge hidden in the Archives, we’re just some upstart rebellion waiting to be quelled. Sure, we may win a few battles here and there against the Earthen Rank, but our real enemy—the Highest—is as old as the earth itself, and has never been defeated. If we cannot find a way to kill him, our Cause could well die with us. Our sacrifice would have been in vain, having made no significant impact on the world, and it’d be years before anyone follows in our footsteps. Worse, our successors would be forced to start over from scratch as we did.”
 
   “Crafter be praised, it needn’t be that way,” said Senosh, his ruby eyes blazing in their ebony orbits. “We’ve found many of the Archivists to be sympathetic to the Cause, though quietly so, of course. We’ve had precious little communication with them, for fear of the Rank catching wind of their defection, but it appears they’ve been quietly compiling scrolls and diagrams, a little at a time, and storing them up against the day that we might retrieve them. Getting them out would be nigh on impossible, but oh, the rewards if we should succeed! Some of the thing’s they’re describing—horseless wagons, glass globes that harness electricity, weapons of pure light—why, the technology is nothing short of magical itself!”
 
   “We’re only after fundamentals for now,” Reit reminded the ruby, again establishing priority. “Plans and drawings limit the builder to one object. But the ‘hows’ and ‘whys’ limit the builder to his imagination alone. Any blacksmith can tell you that.”
 
   “Teach a man to fish,” Sal said, nodding in agreement. His comment was met with blank stares. “Never mind, old Chinese proverb. I can help.”
 
   “I thought you might,” Reit said, then prompted him to continue.
 
   “Well, since my world is more advanced than yours, I might be familiar with some of the principles you’ll run across—electricity, combustion, interchangeable parts, aerodynamics, that kind of stuff,” he said, ignoring the inevitable confused looks. “I can’t baby-step you into the Space Age, but I may be able to help you understand the information your Archivists are compiling, fill in some of the gaps, and even give you a few ideas of my own. If you could sneak me in to these Archives, I’d know what to look for.”
 
   “And in the process, you might find a way to get back home,” Reit added. Sal opened his mouth to respond, but Reit cut him off. “It’s quite alright, my friend. If I were in your place, I would do much the same thing. You made a commitment to our Cause, but I couldn’t expect—nor would I want—that commitment to overshadow your need to return to your home. You are welcome to join our party, regardless of whatever ulterior motives you may have. I’m sure your assistance will be invaluable.”
 
   Marissa shook her head. “No, it’s too dangerous.”
 
   Delana’s look echoed Marissa’s. “We’d never be able to get you into the Archives, and even if we could, you’d never get you out. You’re not a mage.” The other women in attendance, wives and sisters that Sal hadn’t even met yet, all agreed with an almost maternal obstinacy. He was accepted now, one of the family, and all the women would be protective of him. It was as natural—and as infuriating—as matchmaking.
 
   “Well, neither are many of the Archivists,” Menkal offered, coming to Sal’s rescue and drawing the ire of the women assembled. “All I’m saying is that there are options. He’d never pass as a mage, but eighteen weeks plus Summerheight should be more than enough to make him a passable Archivist.”
 
   “What’s in eighteen weeks?”
 
   “The Festival of Harvest,” Retzu said. “That’s when we’ll be going to Bastion. It’s a very busy time of year, a very confusing time, and whatever plan we finally decide upon, Harvest will provide the most favorable conditions for our ‘covert operation’,” he grinned impishly as he used the alien term that Sal had used to describe the purpose of the Navy SEALs.
 
   “So, until then, you prepare,” Reit said. “Study under Jaren and Retzu, and raid with us when necessary, and as the time approaches, we will instruct you on the life of an Archivist. You can continue as Marissa’s apprentice as time allows, but I’d like the dragon’s share of your time to go toward whetting your combat skills. Are we agreed?”
 
   Sal nodded, and cast a quick glance at Marissa. Her face was a complex mixture of worry and determination, with the odd dash of playful curiosity thrown in for good measure. Sal found himself wondering just how far he could stretch “as time allows”.
 
   ***
 
   “The prisoner is ready, Highest,” Laryn heard the guard say. Swallowing panic, he turned his attention back to the task at hand, watching the leather hood that covered his head wither to ash. It was slow work, wielding just enough mana to cause the leather to age prematurely, but not so much as to attract attention. With metal cuffs binding head, hands, and feet to the stone wall, the only thing Laryn could do was blow the dusty scraps of rotted leather away as he worked. Thankfully, there was light enough to see by.
 
   “Leave us,” came a soft voice as withering as Laryn’s stare.
 
   The hood crumbled as a pale, uncallused hand sought to remove it. “My, my... you’re tenacious, if nothing else,” the voice remarked in amusement. “Don’t you realize your situation is hopeless?” As the tattered remains of the hood fell away, Laryn got his first glimpse at the man known to the world only as the Highest.
 
   To Laryn’s faintly green tinted vision, the Highest appeared deathly pale, with a smooth, noble face. His neatly trimmed beard and close-cropped hair were jet black, absolutely devoid of even the most solitary grey hair. If Laryn had to hazard a guess, he’d say that the Highest looked not a day over forty years of age. But he knew better. The dull obsidian eyes of the Highest were proof enough, swallowing the merest reflection of light as easily as they swallowed eons.
 
   “Release my bonds, and I’ll show you hopeless,” Laryn spat, struggling vainly to free himself. “Or are you too much of a coward?”
 
   “Oh, not at all, my dear emerald,” the obsidian mage cooed. “But I would hate for you to be placed in harm’s way by raising a hand to me. I do so abhor violence, but a man must defend himself, mustn’t he?”
 
   Enraged, Laryn wielded at the Highest, to no effect. He watched in disgust as his magics dissipated like so much water vapor. The Highest just laughed heartily, clapping his hands in approval.
 
   “Good show, Green! Defiant to the last. But surely you knew that you couldn’t harm me that way.” The Highest turned his black gaze on Laryn. “I can, however, harm you.”
 
   The threat was quick to take form. The emerald mage’s body erupted in pain as the very elements within his body pushed away one from another. He could feel his frame stretching to the eight corners of the world, empty space filling the gaps between his cells, forcing them farther and farther apart until they must certainly tear loose of their moorings.
 
   Then, as quickly as it came, the pain was gone. Laryn collapsed against his bonds, exhausted. The obsidian closed the distance between himself and the emerald, coming close enough to smell.
 
   “Tell me who your allies are in Schel Veylin,” he requested softly, emphasizing every word.
 
   “Well, I’m fairly popular, so it may take a while,” Laryn quipped, trying valiantly to shrug his indifference. “If you’d like to bring in a chair...”
 
   “Of course! I could even sit far enough back that you could wither the floor beneath me.” He chuckled delightedly at the suggestion, but his dead black eyes reflected only malice, not mirth. “I think not.”
 
   “Then at least step back and let me draw a breath without your stench filling it,” Laryn said sweetly.
 
   The Highest glanced casually at the ceiling above them. “Again, I think not.”
 
   “You can forget it, ‘Highest’,” Laryn mocked. “You cannot rule a man that is truly free. You might as well just kill me.”
 
   “Perhaps... but not yet. There was a man—something of an oddity—that was placed in that prison cell. An unfortunate oversight by the guards, you see. When you helped to release your rebel leader, you released the oddity as well, and I would very much like to have him back. I’d be willing to negotiate a trade, of course... your life for his.”
 
   “That’s a sad story. Too bad I don’t know anything about it.”
 
   The obsidian nodded, unsurprised, and turned on his heels. “Perhaps thirst will loosen your tongue. A mundane can live over a week without water. I’m told that an emerald mage can last considerably longer, though just as comfortably. And as I fear for the lives of my servants, I can’t very well send you anything to sustain you, now can I?” He chuckled again, and paused at the door. “Oh, and feel free to wither whatever you see. I had you placed facing an outer wall, where the damage wouldn’t affect the structural integrity of the rest of the palace. No chance of killing yourself that way, I’m afraid.”
 
   He smiled faintly as he closed the cell door behind him, leaving Laryn alone to scream his rage.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7
 
   Sal and Retzu sat on their knees in the center of the village green, eyes closed and absolutely silent. This ate at Sal. When the assassin had offered to teach him how to use the sword, he thought the man might actually be teaching him how to use a sword, not showing him how to pray, for Pete’s sake! Sal opened his eyes, on the verge of telling Retzu exactly what he thought, when the assassin spoke.
 
   “Shol’zo rah is the most basic stance for a shol’tuk adherent. It is a position of complete rest. If you’d stop fidgeting and relax, you’d know that already,” the assassin said without opening his eyes. Sal redoubled his efforts to remain still, but that only served to make him even tenser. He sighed and shook out his arms, then let them flop in his lap, hoping that would be relaxed enough. “In shol’zo rah, a shol’tuk may reach a state of focus difficult to achieve otherwise. It offers singularity of structure between yourself, your weapon, and your foundation, freeing the senses to explore your surroundings and the mind to explore its own boundlessness.”
 
   Retzu knelt opposite of Sal, resting easily in his black silk suit, his body conforming perfectly to the uncomfortable position he was trying to force on Sal. He sat with his back painfully straight, knees apart, hands atop his thighs, toes pointed out behind him, and his entire body weight squarely upon his ankles. “Shol’zo rah may appear to be a position of disadvantage, but the lower center of gravity allows the shol’tuk an unlimited array of evasive options. Observe.”
 
   Quicker than the eye could follow, Retzu spun off to one side, coming up in a crouch with his sword out and extended toward Sal. He sheathed the sword, returned to the shol’zo rah, and rolled forward into a low crouch, with one leg forward and again with his sword drawn and positioned to block.
 
   The assassin sighed as he returned to shol’zo rah, centering himself. “Shol’tuk is a discipline that encompasses the entire being, not just the body,” he said as if by rote. “Each strike, block, and stance serve several purposes, and not always the ones you think. For now, shol’zo rah will only be our meditative stance. The mind is as much a weapon as the sword. Focus is absolutely essential to the shol’tuk adherent. Without this focus, weapon familiarity is irrelevant.
 
   “Now, as you train, your skill and focus will increase. Once hilted, you will advance from the rawhide hilt of a novice to the doeskin, to the linen, and so forth. Each hilt has its own mantra, a phrase that describes death from a different perspective. You will speak these mantras as you meditate in shol’zo rah to help you center yourself. Study the mantras, analyze them, and you will come to understand death as more than merely the cessation of life. Do you understand?”
 
   Sal nodded his head soberly. He’d been a soldier long enough to become acquainted with death, but never known it quite the way Retzu did. Pushing all qualms he had to the side, he pondered this new insight, and listened very closely to everything Retzu had to say.
 
   “Death is raw, like the hide of the newly skinned bull,” the assassin intoned softly, the words hanging in the air with a certain power that Sal didn’t completely understand, but respected nonetheless. The words echoed back and forth across the far reaches of his mind, gathering the strings of his mind and drawing them taut.
 
   There was truth in the mantra, truth about death. He tried to examine it, to know it intimately, but that understanding teased him, skittering away as he neared it. Frustrated, he focused more deeply on that truth, trying to trap it, to own it.
 
   “Yes,” he heard Retzu mutter. “You’re a quick study. The words do have a tendency to get away from you. They force you to hone your thoughts, to sharpen your perceptions until they are in perfect harmony with your environment. No one knows why the mantras have the power they do. That’s just the way it is.”
 
   Sal accepted this without question, without word. He simply thrust his mind forward toward the understanding he sought. “Okay,” he muttered finally. “My perceptions are sharpened. So now what?”
 
   Retzu made a show of sighing his frustrations, but said nothing. Instead, he reached out to his side and wrapped his hand around the rawhide hilt of a newly crafted katana. He raised the sword to eye level and stared down the edge, looking for any flaws in the blade. Sal doubted he’d find any; the assassin was so serious about his line of work, he’d probably double and triple checked the blade before he first purchased it. “Some of Master Seti’s finest work,” Retzu remarked, lowering the katana. “I’ll have to drop his name the next time I hold court with the Silent Blade.
 
   “The katana is the tool of choice for the shol’tuk adherent,” Retzu continued, now addressing Sal directly. “Its versatility and precision are utterly unmatched. No other weapon can compare to its effectiveness. And you are entirely unworthy of it.”
 
   That last shocked Sal, almost like a slap to the face. “But I thought…”
 
   “Oh no, you thought correctly. It is your blade. But until you learn to use it, you will not be its master.” With a flourish, Retzu stabbed the blade into the ground, leaving barely half the blade exposed. The black-clad assassin barely registered the effort of driving the sword so deep. Sal was impressed by the display, testimony either to the insane sharpness of the blade, or the strength of its wielder.
 
   “Your tool instead will be the bokuto,” said Retzu, taking up a wooden practice sword and tossing it hilt first to Sal, who caught it easily. Sal hefted it once in his hand, and was amazed at how light the sword was, how perfectly balanced. He could see how the wooden practice sword itself could be a deadly weapon. “Use your weapon wisely. Study it. Know it. Make it a part of you, or you will never see even the rawhide hilt.”
 
   Though Sal had been eager to start his employment with the incredibly hot Artisan Marissa, he had to admit that Retzu had him hooked on shol’tuk. It took most of the day, practicing feints, blocks, flourishes, and even a few strikes before Retzu deemed him worthy to take up his rawhide hilted katana.
 
   “If you can reach it,” Retzu added ominously as Sal started toward the sword, still half buried in the soil. Sal wasn’t sure what the assassin meant until Retzu reached over his head and pulled his own gold hilted bokuto from its sheath in the hollow of his back.
 
   “Shol’zo rah,” Retzu commanded, and both parties went down on their knees, wooden swords placed in front of them at angles. “Defend yourself.”
 
   Swift as the wind, Retzu snatched his sword and rolled into a crouch, stabbing at Sal with the tip of his bokuto. Sal barely had time to grab at his own sword and pop up on his feet, swiping at Retzu’s sword as he backed away.
 
   The assassin let the momentum from Sal’s sweep carry his sword to the fullest extent of his reach, and brought his sword back up, slashing at Sal’s groin. Again, Sal was able to bat it away.
 
   Now both combatants were on their feet, with Retzu driving and Sal backpedaling. Retzu slashed and hacked relentlessly. It was all that Sal could do to block and parry the flurry of motion he had coming at him. Each strike drove Sal further and further back away from his rawhide hilted katana, now some twenty feet away. If he didn’t find a way to turn the tide, Retzu would have him backed up completely off the green in no time.
 
   Desperate, Sal used the next block to set up a strike of his own. Reversing his grip on the sword, he brought his wooden blade up to block a chop coming in from his right side, then swept the sword forward, the tip making contact with Retzu’s temple. Not stopping long enough to see how the assassin recovered, he let the momentum of the blade spin him around until he was past Retzu and facing the rawhide hilt.
 
   He dashed for the sword at an all-out run. He slid to the ground like a base runner, grasping the hilt and pulling as he skid past. The blade came free of the ground with barely a whisper. Caught up in the heat of battle, Sal leapt to his feet and brought keen edged sword up to block whatever strike Retzu had planned for him.
 
   But no strike came. Retzu stood back where Sal had struck him, nursing a slight bump on the head, but otherwise uninjured. “About time, mate,” the rogue said good-naturedly. “I was beginning to think you didn’t have it in you.”
 
   ***
 
   That afternoon, Retzu helped Sal apply rawhide to the hilt of his bokuto. A simple gesture, really, but it meant something to Sal. It was something he could be proud of. Heck, just that morning, he’d never even held a sword, much less been recognized for his proficiency with it. Of course, he wasn’t so arrogant as to believe he actually knew anything about being shol’tuk. But the fact that he had the opportunity to find out was enough to put him on cloud nine. It was very much like when he was first accepted to train as a SEAL—that elite fighting force a part of, and yet separate from, the United States Navy. He was the cream of the crop, and he was only going to get better.
 
   He carried that high with him back to his tent, where he carefully placed his sheathed sword and its matching bokuto next to his pallet. He toyed with the idea of slinging the bokuto across his back, but thought better of it. Not until I earn the real thing, he thought. Instead, he changed out of his sweat slick leather jerkin and into a cool linen smock, and then headed to Marissa’s wagon.
 
   “Ah, Sal,” she said as he approached, brushing her flaming red hair out of her eyes. “I was wondering if I’d see you today.”
 
   Wild ninjas couldn’t keep me away, Sal thought with a smile, then bowed with mock seriousness. “I was with Retzu, milady, learning the art of the invisible warrior.”
 
   Marissa laughed prettily, and waved him over. “I suppose I’ll forgive you this once, but next time remind that overstuffed street brawler that you’re already a soldier. I need twice the time you give him if I am to mold you into a gemsmith. Now, if between the two of us we could afford you an hour or so on your own, perhaps you could see to it that I don’t have to work with a man that smells like he’s been mucking out the stables?”
 
   Sal immediately colored at the playful insult, but quickly recovered. “Yeah, you bet,” he muttered. He snuck a quick sniff at his armpit as Marissa turned to lead him to the workbenches, then hurried to follow.
 
   “I’ve set up this bench as your workstation,” she said, indicating a tall wooden table standing at the corner of her own. It was a well-worn table of questionable craftsmanship, but it looked sturdy enough. The center of the tabletop was clear, ringed round about with small bins filled with various gems, silver appliances, and tools. Its cleanliness stood in stark contrast to the ordered chaos of Marissa’s own workstation. “I prefer to call it ‘lived in’,” she said sweetly as she followed his eyes.
 
   Sal ran his hand lightly over the bins, staring in slack jawed appreciation at the collection of precious stones they held. Abruptly his left eye started to itch. She must have kicked up quite a dust cloud trying to clean this mess up, he thought absently as he scrubbed his eye.
 
   “Have you had a chance to study that runebook?”
 
   Sal cast a wry glance over his shoulder at her. “The ones written in English? Oh, yeah… they’re practically all I’ve thought about.” Well, almost.
 
   A slow smile lit her face with a radiance that rivaled the afternoon sunlight. She was pleased that he was taking such an interest in her line of work, Sal realized. Not so surprising. Sal had met many people over the years that bore a similarly fanatical passion for their profession, but none of them had the talent that she seemed to have. Her wagon was burdened inside and out with completed and semi-completed pieces, each one more lovely—and more fitting personally—than any decoration she might have found in the city. She absolutely loved what she did, and surrounded herself with her creations, not for some personal stab at glory, but almost as a tribute to her god, the Crafter, for the talent he had given her. “What say we give you an opportunity to put them to use,” she said with an enthusiastic sigh. “The runes, I mean. I was trying to think of a beginner’s project that would suit your personality, but I’ll admit that… well, I don’t know what your interests are.”
 
   Sal furrowed his brow in thought. Interests? In a world of flying horses and fireballs, what could he create that he could possibly relate to? “I dunno,” he muttered noncommittally. “I like order, structure—” He cut himself off abruptly, looking self-consciously at the cluttered work area, but if Marissa took offense to his Freudian slip, she showed no sign. “Umm… I mean, I try to be efficient, practical, dependable…”
 
   And then it hit him. “I got just the thing,” he chuckled, digging the runebook out of his pant pocket. “Is there a rune for ‘timepiece’?”
 
   ***
 
   Thus began a daily routine for Sal. In the mornings, he would train with Retzu. In the afternoons, he would hone his skill at gemsmithing. In the evenings, he would dine with Jaren, who most often took bread with Reit and Delana. “Benefits of being a bachelor in this outfit,” the emerald often joked. Of course, the meal was never free. Delana was always trying to fix Jaren up with this woman or that—”oh, you’d love her, she’s such a sweet girl!”—but he just shrugged it off. It was a small price to pay for not having to cook. Strangely, Delana had stopped trying to play matchmaker with Sal. Just as well, as far as Sal was concerned. He couldn’t think of any woman beyond Marissa.
 
   “Your concentration is slipping,” Retzu noted as he deflected Sal’s half-hearted chop, tapping him atop his head once to emphasize the point. Sal grumbled under his panted breath and shoved all thoughts of flaming red hair out of his mind, driving at the assassin with a renewed effort.
 
   “Good, good,” Retzu said, bringing his bokuto up to block Sal’s thrust. Sal twisted the parry into another strike, the newly wrapped rawhide hilt cutting into the palms of his hands as the wooden blade swept down. Again, Retzu blocked his strike almost effortlessly.
 
   Sal dropped low and swung his leg around in a wide circle, hoping to catch Retzu off guard. No such luck; the assassin jumped the foot sweep with ease as slashed for Sal’s shoulder as he came back down. Sal dodged the blow at the last second, the breeze from the near miss ruffling his hair as the sword passed.
 
   Blunted as the bokuto swords were, they still packed enough of a wallop to shower a man’s vision with sparks if he wasn’t fast enough to evade them. Sal’s body bore the evidence of that. But it was a small price to pay. More and more often, he noticed Retzu walking away from these training sessions with a knot or a limp of his own.
 
   “Excellent,” Retzu praised. He gave a grudging nod of his head as he raised his hand, signaling the end of the session. For the second time that week, Sal had fought him to a draw. He cracked a weary smile as both men lowered their swords, and then his smile faltered. Retzu hadn’t broken a sweat, was barely even breathing hard! Frikkin’ punk, Sal thought, seething behind his grin.
 
   Sal drew himself up haltingly, his many bumps and bruises crying out for attention. He was eager to get to Jaren’s tent for his daily healing, but he stayed put, refusing to leave the village green before Retzu. But the assassin didn’t move. Instead, he cast a steady gaze over Sal’s shoulder. Turning to follow Retzu’s line of sight, Sal found the real reason they’d stop. Another sparring match awaited him, but one decidedly more pleasant.
 
   Marissa stood on the far side of the green, beaming as she watched the pair train. She was ragged and filthy from her latest rock hunting expedition—and utterly beautiful in Sal’s eyes. And by the look on her face, Sal guessed that she’d found something interesting.
 
   “Have you talked to her yet?” Retzu asked, as Marissa started towards them.
 
   “I’m working up to it.”
 
   This brought a hoarse chuckle from his friend. “You’ve been ‘working up to it’ since we talked about this last week. At this rate, I’ll be a husband and a father before you so much as kiss the woman.”
 
   Sal had to admit he had a point. Since first meeting the mistress artisan, he’d made little attempt to “declare his intentions” with Marissa, as Retzu put it. Not that he hadn’t want to desperately.
 
   He didn’t know what his problem was. They were both adults, and obviously interested in each other. The way they tripped and bumbled when they were around each other was proof positive of that.
 
   And after two weeks of the tripping and bumbling, Sal’s reluctance to declare intentions had the whole town talking. Reit scoffed at comments of Sal’s cowardice. Retzu had even gone so far as draw his sword in defense of Sal’s honor when someone had suggested that he might “prefer the company of a man.” It was just the assassin’s bokuto, but in the safety and apparent brotherhood of Caravan, the threat of a popknot on someone’s forehead was just as effective a deterrent as the appearance of drawn steel.
 
   Marissa was no help, either. For some strange reason, the womenfolk of the culture refused to make the first move. He didn’t understand it, and rather resented it—it would make this a heck of a lot easier! They could hold jobs, elevating themselves to the very top of their profession if they so desired. They could fight alongside or even command men in combat. But when it came to declaring romantic intentions, the responsibility always fell to the man. And Marissa was playing her part to the hilt. The only sign that she’d even noticed the local gossip was the near constant look of stifled amusement on her face. It wasn’t that custom absolutely demanded her patience per se. She, like every other woman in the culture, simply chose to wait on the man. But if she was disappointed by Sal’s reticence, it didn’t show.
 
   As she drew near, radiant beneath the dust and grime that caked her face, Sal vowed under his breath that he’d talk to her soon. No, not ‘soon’. Tonight, he thought emphatically. There was no way he was going to pass up even one more opportunity to tell Marissa how he felt. He swore it by God and all creation! But as she came close enough for him to smell the fading hints of the lavender soap she used—and was currently in dire need of—he felt his resolve crumble beneath a schoolboy giddiness.
 
   “Retzu, would you mind if I stole Sal away from you?” Marissa asked, her eyes not even wavering in the assassin’s general direction.
 
   “Not at all, Mistress Artisan.” He bowed as he left, already forgotten by the star struck pair.
 
   “So, your scavenger hunt obviously went well,” Sal started, first to break the oddly comfortable silence. “Let’s see what you got.”
 
   Eagerly, Marissa reached into the pocket of her dirt streaked linen trousers and handed him the contents with a flourish. It was a smallish chip of obsidian, not much bigger than a thumbnail.
 
   It was the first one that he’d actually held, and for a moment its dark beauty captivated him. So struck was he that it didn’t register immediately. He’d been taught its magical qualities, but he didn’t feel the telltale itch in his left eye that he’d come to expect whenever he touched the gemstones of the artisan’s trade. He studied the glittering black shard intensely, wondering what was so different about this soulgem.
 
   Apparently, Marissa sensed his growing perplexity. “You’d told me that you had a few ideas you’d like to try out using obsidian. I’m sorry… I thought you’d be pleased.”
 
   “Oh, I am,” he reassured her. “It’s just... well, it’s a long story.”
 
   “Well, good! You can tell me over dinner. If you’d like,” she added quickly, remembering herself.
 
   “I’d like that, but I’d hate to subject you to my cooking,” he confided with a sheepish grin. Marissa’s smile faltered, and he groaned inwardly, cursing himself for a fool. “Would you mind terribly if I asked you to cook?” he added—quite smoothly, much to his surprise—in an attempt to salvage the situation.
 
   If Marissa had radiated enthusiasm before, she was positively blinding now. “Come over about sundown, and bring an appetite,” she said eagerly. She dashed down the path leading back to her wagon, leaving Sal to admire her as she faded from view.
 
   It wasn’t until she was actually out of sight that he remembered the obsidian shard she’d given him. He held it up to check it for flaws, the sunlight cutting a feeble swath through the semi-translucent gem. Still his left eye felt normal. He wasn’t sure how he felt about that. If the other soulgems caused his eye to twitch, why not the obsidian?
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8
 
   He spent the better part of an hour putting a spit-shine to his appearance, and arrived at the artisan’s wagon early, so eager was he to see Marissa again. To his surprise, everything seemed in order for once. The workshop wasn’t in its usual state of disarray. The tools were all hanging on their pegs neatly. And dinner...
 
   The heavenly smell of roasted chicken wafted up from a fire that blazed near the wagon door. Two birds hung spitted over the fire, juices dripping into the sputtering flame. An iron tripod stood near the fire pit, holding a blackened kettle aloft to cool. He was just about to inspect the contents of the kettle when all thoughts of food went right out of his head.
 
   Marissa stepped out of her wagon an absolute vision. Her hair was washed and brushed, flowing over her shoulders in auburn waves. She wore a soft velvet dress, a vibrant green to compliment her eyes, and cut to accentuate her full figure in all the right places. Granted, all the necessary body parts were covered, but the way they were covered… Sal reflexively ran a hand across his mouth, attempting to stem the flow of drool that threatened to spill from his mouth. He stammered a greeting that went unnoticed by the other. Marissa was having a hard enough time getting her own mouth to work right.
 
   That set the pace for the early part of the evening. Conversation was halting at first, if not altogether awkward, but soon began to flow. Before they knew it, the moon was high in the sky and the fire had died down, their half eaten dinner long forgotten. But the tension between them had finally broken, and food was the furthest thing from their minds.
 
   Testing the boundaries of this new comfort zone, Sal commented off-handedly, “The women of this world are not exactly what I expected.”
 
   “How so?” Marissa asked, quirking an amused eyebrow.
 
   “Well… please don’t take this the wrong way, but in my world, women were once thought to be inferior to men. We could chalk it up to misunderstanding what our religions taught us of the relationship between man and woman, or maybe it’s because women are physically weaker than men, but whatever it was, the man was thought to be the protector and the woman was thought to be the helper. Long story short, our world has moved on from that, and men and women generally see each other as equals.”
 
   Sal paused for a moment to gather his nerve, then pressed on. “I see a lot of our earlier culture in yours. Almost all of the fighters I’ve seen in this village are men. Delana cooks and cleans for Reit. And if I may be so bold, even you caught yourself when you asked me to dinner. But at the same time, Delana is the head of her Order here in Caravan, and you’re… umm…”
 
   “Head of the Artisan Guild,” Marissa finished for him, her expression neutral, volunteering nothing.
 
   “Yeah,” Sal said. “How does something like that happen?”
 
   Marissa pursed her lips to hide some feature, though Sal couldn’t tell if it was a smile or a frown. Not knowing made him feel more than a little self-conscious. He silently prayed he hadn’t stepped all over some line he hadn’t known was there.
 
   When she finally spoke, her face was carefully schooled. “The relationship between man and woman has a long and involved story in my world, but to sum it up, it was always about unity. When men and women were equal, they both had their own way but there was no unity and nobody was happy. When men were in charge, there was unity but the women weren’t happy. And when women were in charge, there was unity but the men weren’t happy. We’re more… wise today than we were then.” A smile tugged at Marissa’s lips, but she said no more.
 
   Now completely on the hook, Sal dared just a bit further. “So who’s in charge now?”
 
   “We are, of course,” she replied innocently. “But we allow the men to think they are, so everybody’s happy.”
 
   Sal chuckled a bit sheepishly. “Unity first, huh?” he said, bringing Marissa’s playful smirk to the full.
 
   So it’s your move, Sal thought to himself, his nervousness snaking its way past his mirth. It’s not that she can’t make a move, but that she won’t. Amounts to the same thing though, don’t it? You gotta cowboy up. Well, what are you waiting for? You want her, she wants you. You won’t get a better opportunity to talk to her, so just suck it up and do it. It’s now or nev—
 
   “So what’s this long story about you and that obsidian chip?” Marissa asked, deftly changing the subject and completely throwing Sal’s train of thought. He groaned inwardly as his courage flagged yet again.
 
   Sal pursed his lips as he thought of the best way to approach the question. “Remember a little while ago when I was telling you how I got here? Yeah, I know. Kinda weird, huh? Well, it gets weirder. The night of the strike on Merrick’s laboratory in Laos, I was shot like three or four times, and even had a computer moni—umm, big... glass... thing... explode in my face, putting this eye out,” he said, pointing with his left hand. “Tore my face to ribbons. Anyway, when I arrived at the prison in Schel Veylin, I was half dead. The prison emeralds made a passing attempt at healing me. Jaren had to come back behind and redo what the emeralds had already done, but there was only so much he could do with flesh that was already healed. I think they really botched my eye up, because now it tingles every time I touch a piece of magical gemstone. Well, except for this.” He drew the obsidian shard from his pocket and held it out.
 
   “And you’re eye isn’t tingling now?”
 
   Sal shook his head.
 
   Marissa frowned. “How odd. It sounds a bit like what happens when a potential mage ascends—when he first touches his soulgem. I’m not certain. I only know that much because I’ve crafted the Tiled Hand so many times. I’ve even seen it used once or twice, though I can’t say I understand everything about what it does. From what I’ve seen, a newly ascended mage finds that he is more sensitive to the flows of mana, and can feel all forms of magic, not just that of his own gemstone. But this... I just don’t know. I’m not a mage, so I wouldn’t know where to start,” she shrugged apologetically.
 
   Sal glanced at his wrist at the timepiece he’d created. It was an absolute marvel to Marissa, who’d never conceived of such a thing. It was silver backed, and held to his wrist by a wide leather strap. The faceplate was made of emerald, with four rubies quartering it and a fifth ruby in the center. As a final touch, he’d cut notches into the emerald faceplate at regular intervals to mark the hours. The runes took a bit of effort to work out, as the current form of timekeeping was based on the movements of the sun. But a sundial would quit at dusk, and that left too much of the day unaccounted for, so Sal went a different route. He etched runes onto the silver backing that would cause the emerald to reflect the ebb and flow of life as the day progresses, and the rubies to reflect the movement of the sun around the earth as a whole. He found the end result to be quite satisfactory. A glowing green line shot from the central ruby toward a point just left of the top of the timepiece, marking the hour.
 
   “Well, it’s about thirty minutes to midnight... err, third watch,” Sal estimated. “Jaren may still be up. I can head over there and ask him. Wanna come with?”
 
   Marissa was on her feet before he was even done speaking. Curiosity, that’s all, Sal thought, letting his insecurities bind him to silence once more.
 
   They found Jaren sitting on the stoop of his wagon, clothed in his bed garments but wide awake and pouring over one of his many books. If Jaren was surprised to have visitors so late at night, he didn’t let it show. “To what do I owe the pleasure?” he asked cheerfully, as if it was perfectly normal for him to entertain guests when the rest of the world was in bed.
 
   “I needed to talk to you about something,” Sal answered. At this, Jaren flicked his eyes to Marissa, then back to Sal, who answered the unspoken question with a minute shake of his head. No, he hadn’t “declared his intentions” yet. Jaren’s eyebrows arched slightly, a silent rebuke. Sal’s first impulse was to get defensive about it, but he stopped just short. This was neither the time nor the place. He flicked a quick glance at Marissa, who’d missed the entire exchange. No. Definitely not the time. Instead, he produced the obsidian shard and held it out to Jaren. The emerald took the shard and inspected it briefly, then turned expectantly back to Sal.
 
   “Back when I started working with Marissa, I noticed that my eye—the messed up one—would start itching for no apparent reason. At first, I thought it was allergies, or dust, or something. But then I realized that it only happened when I was working with the gems. I thought it might have been some sort of aftereffect of the healing, so I ignored it. That is, until I touched that obsidian chip.”
 
   Jaren listened in silence as Sal talked, rubbing his chin thoughtfully throughout. At this last, he frowned, but remained silent for a while longer.
 
   “Which gems cause your eye to react?” Jaren asked slowly.
 
   “Ruby, emerald, sapphire, amethyst... All of them except obsidian.”
 
   “What about granite?”
 
   Sal paused, considering. “Now that you mention it, I’m not sure. We’ve never worked with granite before.”
 
   Jaren thought for a moment more, then nodded. “Marissa, would you be so kind as to gather up the other Heads of Order, and bring them to my tent? Thank you. Just tell them I’ll explain when they arrive. No, Sal, you wait here with me. I want to try something.”
 
   He ducked into his wagon as Marissa left on her errand. Sal heard the crash and thunk of clutter being rearranged. Finally, Jaren emerged with a plaque. The plaque was made of rich lacquered wood, intricately carved with arcane symbols. Pointless symbols, Sal realized. Since they were not etched into a silver backing, whatever power the runes held wouldn’t be released. They were merely for decoration. On the front was the shape of a hand made entirely of gemstones, divided up into tiles. Each finger was crafted of a different stone—amethyst, sapphire, emerald, ruby, and granite. The palm was tiled in obsidian.
 
   “The Tiled Hand,” Sal said, somewhat confused.
 
   “Yes. When a mage completes his training in Bastion, he is commissioned, as part of his continued service to the Academy and the Ranks, to act as a recruiter of sorts, seeking out others who were similarly born with the potential to become a mage. When the recruiter comes into contact with such an individual, he introduces the would be mage to his soulgem using this.” He paused, extending the plaque to Sal. “Thankfully, the soulgems, while somewhat plentiful, are precious and come at great price, so rarely does someone come in contact with his soulgem prior to having touched the Tiled Hand. Regardless of how it happens, when it does happen, the potential mage is... changed,” he finished lamely, for lack of a better word. Sal took his meaning, though, and he wasn’t buying it.
 
   “If that’s the case and I’m a potential mage, then why didn’t I change when I first picked up a gemstone? And why would I react to nearly all of the gemstones instead of just the one?”
 
   “I don’t have all the answers,” Jaren admitted. “But the Tiled Hand is where all mages start. If we are to find the answers, we must begin with what we know.” Again, he offered the Hand to Sal.
 
   Can’t fight the logic there, Sal thought ruefully. Slowly, he raised his hand over the plaque.
 
   Suddenly, he was taken by a wave of panic. What would happen if he was a mage, somehow? Would it kill him, because he wasn’t from this world? Would it drive him insane?
 
   “If I’m not completely satisfied, can I return the unused portion for a full refund?”
 
   “Pardon?” Jaren asked, confused.
 
   “Never mind. Poor attempt at humor.”
 
   Reaching out, he tentatively stroked each tile. He felt the familiar tickling sensation from the four fingers. Touching the obsidian palm, he felt nothing, as with the shard. Then he touched the thumb, which he assumed was the granite tile. Strangely, the stone brought no more reaction than the obsidian did.
 
   Well, that’s all of them, and I’m still the same, he thought. Licking his dry lips, he extended his hand over the plaque, matching the position of his hand with the position of its gemstone counterpart. Sal hesitated a moment longer then, holding his breath, he pressed his hand into the design.
 
   Expecting a flash of pain, or whatever it was that mages felt when they changed, Sal sighed his relief when he was greeted with nothing more than the telltale twitch in his left eye.
 
   Apparently, Jaren expected something as well, for his face was unreadable. Returning to his stoop, Jaren lapsed into grave silence, a puzzled frown etched on his face. For long moments, Sal watched his gemstone eyes flash back and forth as the emerald mentally attacked the situation from different angles.
 
   Marissa soon returned, her mission successful. The other three Heads of Order arrived on her heels, in varying stages of undress. Delana was the worst off, with only a light house robe to cover a sheer silken gown. Sal looked at her apologetically, but the look was lost on her. Her violet eyes flicked from Sal to Jaren and back again, curiosity burning within. Senosh and Menkal seemed equally interested in the night’s events.
 
   Sal listened quietly as Jaren consulted the other mages. If he’s a potential, he should have ascended when he touched the Hand. Maybe it’s a residual effect of the healing—Sal is from another world, after all. Was it possible that Sal was a potential in his own world? The questions ran on and on.
 
   Finally, Sal had had enough. “Look,” he said, exasperated. “Isn’t there some way you can test me without using the gems? I mean, what do you guys do when there isn’t a Tiled Hand around?”
 
   “Mana,” Menkal said, catching on. Met with blank looks, the sapphire mage elaborated. “Our souls are attuned to different gems, but the end result is still the same—we are able to wield mana to shape our world. We test him for sensitivity first, as we would in lieu of the Hand. If he doesn’t ascend, we can fill him with mana forcibly, try to effect ascension that way.
 
   “Ah, I think I see,” said Jaren. “Even without his soulgem present, he might be able to establish contact through an influx of pure mana.”
 
   All of which was Greek to Sal, but he listened in silence as the mages deliberated.
 
   Agreed on a course of action, the Heads of Order arranged themselves around Sal in much the same way they were on the dais just weeks before. Touching Sal with one hand, their neighbor with the other, the mages closed their eyes.
 
   Instantly, Sal’s eye began to twitch beneath the lid. His breath caught in his chest as the mana flowed into him. He could feel it building up within him! Like sunlight, it filled every crack and corner of his being. He was elated at the awesome power that surged through his veins. But the elation was short lived. As the mana continued to build, that sunlight turned to fire, cooking him from the inside. His eye spasmed painfully in its socket, threatening to explode. His teeth ground together uncontrollably.
 
   Then all at once, it was over. The mages lowered their hands and looked up at him. They shared a common look between them, both hopeful and disappointed at the same time.
 
   He felt the same as always. He hadn’t ascended.
 
   “Well, he is sensitive, at least,” Jaren said, addressing the common disappointment they all felt.
 
   “But if he’s not attuned to any of the six soulgems, then what does it matter?” Senosh demanded, his fiery eyes flaring in frustration.
 
   Jaren looked for a moment as if he would say something, but then swallowed his words. Too tired to pursue the matter, the other mages let the matter drop, deeming it labor for another day. Bidding each other good night, the Heads of Order departed for their respective homes, leaving the final word to Jaren.
 
   Sal sat down on the emerald’s stoop, completely at a loss. “So now what?”
 
   “You keep doing as you have been,” Jaren answered matter-of-factly. “You obviously have magical potential, but there’s something missing. Crafter knows what that might be. But whenever He’s ready for you to become a mage, you’d better hope that you are. So I’d suggest that you continue in your current studies for the time being. I’d just as soon not increase your workload just yet. Besides, what you’re doing right now should suffice. Shol’tuk will provide a modicum of discipline that should prove useful, while gemsmithing will give you at least a partial insight as to how the various soulgems work in tandem one with another, as well as the world at large.” Marissa stepped to Sal’s side in agreement with the emerald. 
 
   The argument was sound—don’t rock the boat. The only problem with it was that he knew little more than he started out with. With a sigh, Sal thanked his friend for at least trying, and bade him good night.
 
   The walk back to Marissa’s wagon was a quiet one. No matter how they tried, they could not recapture the carefree mood from earlier that night. Perhaps it’s for the best, Sal thought sullenly. After a week of foolish giddiness, a little sobriety could only help the budding relationship. He sighed for what seemed the hundredth time that night, glad to finally at least be comfortable around Marissa. As the artisan looked deeply into his eyes, wishing him a good night, it was clear that the feelings were mutual.
 
   He drank in the sight of her for a few more moments, then turned for home, feeling her eyes on him as he walked away. Her image remained with him long into the night, comforting him the few times his thoughts led back to Jaren’s wagon.
 
   ***
 
   Jaren was awake long into the night himself, pouring over his books in much the same way Sal had found him earlier. The earlier text had been A Treatise on War, by the emerald mage Tamet Skri. Jaren nearly considered it to be required reading for any emerald thinking to join the Resistance. Even a century later, Skri’s position on the emerald’s place in warfare was revolutionary.
 
   Many emeralds had their favorite passages. Jaren’s was this: “It is more preferable to take a life to better the world than it is to save a life that might worsen it.” Granted, it was a rather jaded view, but to Jaren, it almost seemed that Skri had foreseen the Resistance, and the things emeralds would one day be forced to compromise in the name of freedom.
 
   But since Sal’s visit, Jaren’s attention had turned to another book in his library. This one was far older, its leather cover and binding threatened to crumble at the slightest strain. The six soulgems adorned the front, arranged in a pentagram, with the circular backing done in obsidian and the five outer rays of the star in the remaining soulgems, ringing an empty pentagonal space in the center. The book was written about that empty space.
 
   For hours, Jaren searched for one particular passage. As the night wore on, his vision began to swim, fatigue stealing over him. He was just about to trade his book for his bed when one certain phrase caught his attention. Adrenaline surged through his veins as he finally found the elusive passage, bringing him fully alert. He read the words aloud:
 
    
 
   “Prism of Light, One from Five
 
   Four embrace, one defies
 
   One remains unrealized...”
 
    
 
   He repeated the words, allowing his mind to digest them thoroughly, as he had many a night before. But none of his usual questions broke in, tempting him down endless paths of reason that would ultimately lead him nowhere.
 
   No, tonight was different, because for the first time, he knew something of what he was looking for. He had no answers per se, but he knew where to start. He was sure of it, and that surety ignited a zeal for the prophecies that he hadn’t felt since he was a dirt poor farm boy from Darsen’s Way.
 
   In some way that the emerald had yet to fathom, the prophecy spoke of Sal—the only man Jaren had ever known, alive or dead, to be sensitive to all four translucent soulgems.
 
   One might say “embraced” by them. That Sal had not ascended hardly mattered. As far as Jaren was concerned, it was a foregone conclusion that he would in the Crafter’s own good time.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9
 
   Candlelight filled the small room, silhouetting the lovers against the walls of the tent. Oh, how he’d longed for this moment.
 
   Auburn curls cascaded over her shoulders, misty with perspiration and shimmering as Marissa swayed in concert with Sal, dancing to the music of an unseen band. She was dressed in a green silk evening gown with spaghetti straps, her body warm against him. He didn’t even notice the itchiness of the tuxedo shirt, normally intolerable in even the best circumstances. The singer of the unseen band belted a soulful version of “Earth Angel” as the saxophonist readied for his solo. A cool breeze blew through the night, rustling the tent flaps in their moorings. Something was so wrong about this... and yet, it couldn’t be more right.
 
   Marissa laid her head on his shoulder with a contented sigh as they swayed, her hand combing the stray hairs that fell across his forehead. It tickled a little, but it felt good.
 
   Slowly, the fog of contentment began to lift. Something was wrong. He couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but there was something about this dance that didn’t sit well with Sal. Something about… his eye?
 
   Yes, that was it. That tickle he felt in his forehead… it wasn’t in his forehead, but his eye, the one that was ruined in the raid.
 
   (Raid? What raid?)
 
   But it didn’t just tickle. There was an unpleasant aspect to it, a bit like touching a low voltage electrode. And someone was turning the voltage up.
 
   He tried to pull back, but his body refused to obey. Even his arms lay useless at his side, wrapped indelibly around Marissa’s waist. With every passing second, the sensation in his eye grew from annoying to intolerable. Sal squirmed helplessly—or would have, if his body would just do what it was told—desperate to rub his eye, claw at it, anything to relieve him of the awful irritation. But he had no control over his body, doomed to dance endlessly as the irritation built to a crescendo in perfect time with the disembodied music.
 
   Sensing his unease, Marissa looked up, concern etched on her face.
 
   “M-m-my eye... my eye,” Sal said shakily.
 
   “Oh, you poor dear. There, there now. It will all be over soon,” she cooed, stroking his cheek once more.
 
   His unaffected eye went wide at the sight of Marissa’s hand. Each finger was multifaceted, and glittering a different color in the candlelight. She touched her obsidian palm to his cheek, stroking her fingers along the curvature of his temple.
 
   “It will all be over soon,” she whispered again as Sal’s eye twitched uncontrollably, painfully in its socket. It thrummed and throbbed to the beat of an unseen drum, pressure building all the while until it finally exploded outward, ripping a scream of shear agony from his throat...
 
   ...which trailed off as he found himself sitting upright in his own bed, shivering in a cold night sweat. The phantom pain in his eye died much slower than the scream it birthed.
 
   A dream. Please let it be a dream.
 
   He threw the quilted wool blanket to the side and reached across the pallet to a lamp he kept there, wick down and shuttered to give only the dimmest light. He turned up the lantern’s wick and launched himself at a mirror that hung from the tent’s central pole. The lamp’s dim illumination—a housewarming gift from Marissa—was just enough for him to see by.
 
   He fully expected to see a blob of greenish jelly hanging from an empty eye socket, but what he saw there was the same thing he’d seen for weeks. Aside from the slightly irregular iris, colored a lighter shade of hazel than the other and shot through with early morning redness, his rebuilt eye looked perfectly normal.
 
   He let out a breath that he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. It had been a dream, nothing more. All his thought about healed eyes, potential mages, and Tiled Hands must have really taken its toll for him to have had such a dream. And so real, too. He even felt the pain, though it was much duller now and fading faster by the minute.
 
   Relieved beyond measure, he turned and collapsed onto the bed, exhausted from the panic of the dream. He took a slow, deep breath, then droned out a few tight repetitions of his rawhide mantra.
 
   Death is raw, like the hide of the newly skinned bull.
 
   He felt his focus sharpen, the words working their way into his soul. He repeated the mantra, and once again. The longer the words floated across his consciousness, the more centered he became until finally, he was once more at peace. No more rushing adrenaline or shortened breath. No more pain in his eye. All that had been replaced by logic, focus, and some good old fashioned two a.m. weariness.
 
   “Well,” he told himself wryly, his mind now returning to certain supple curves. “The dream wasn’t all that bad.”
 
   With a somewhat forced smile, he laid back and waited for sleep to reclaim him. It was a long time before it finally did.
 
   ***
 
   Tired as he was, Sal was up before dawn. He bathed and ate breakfast in ample time to meet Retzu on the village green. Like clockwork, Retzu was there with the breaking of the sun over the eastern tree line, rounding the dais where Sal had been on trial only a few weeks previous. Funny, what had once seemed as foreboding as a gallows now seemed no more sinister than his grandmother’s peach tree back home. Thinking of that tree—and the switches Granny used to make him cut from it—brought a smile to his face... a smile that faltered when he realized that the assassin hadn’t brought the bokutos with him.
 
   “I’m glad you’re in so good a humor,” Retzu said, stretching. “Because we’re going hand-to-hand this morning.”
 
   “Yeah, I kinda noticed that.”
 
   “I thought you might,” the assassin said with a roguish grin. “You have come to a point where the bokuto will not serve you as well as knees and knuckles. Granted, that means more bruising, but that is to be expected at this stage. Perhaps even encouraged. With or without weapons, shol’tuk is as deadly art form, and one cannot truly grasp its wonder as long as one remains dependent upon his sword. It is a tool, an extension, nothing more. A shol’tuk adherent must be prepared to face an opponent under any circumstance using any weapon at his disposal, even his own body. And if you ever mean to move from the rawhide hilt to the doeskin, increasing the difficulty and risk of your training is absolutely essential.”
 
   “If you can’t run with the big dogs, stay on the porch?” Sal translated.
 
   “Errr... yes, something like that. I think.”
 
   Sal nodded and turned toward their usual sparring area, when Retzu stopped him. “Not today, mate,” he said as he mounted the dais, motioning for Sal to join him. “The lesson will be full contact. No death moves, obviously. Broken bones, however, are optional,” he said with a mischievous twinkle in his eye. As Jaren had been regularly healing their wounds, Sal wasn’t entirely sure Retzu was joking. “The object is to throw your opponent from the dais. Use the moves I taught you with the bokuto.”
 
   “But those were sword moves,” Sal protested.
 
   “Just so,” Retzu said. “But as I said before, the sword is merely an extension of your body. The blocks and strikes with the sword can be directly translated for hand-to-hand use. Just relax and let your training take you. May the best man win.”
 
   Sal groaned at that last, trying to suppress the thought that he likely wouldn’t be the best man. Retzu’s style of teaching was sink-or-swim. He continuously pushed Sal well beyond his limits, often resulting in injury, which Retzu shrugged off. He claimed that it promoted adaptation and improvisation. “It teaches you to focus on the goal, rather than the path leading to it,” in his words. Good idea, Sal thought, though he was more interested in learning things the right way without messing up something that Jaren might not be able to fix.
 
   Days before, Retzu had been teaching Sal how to evade blows from behind. A crowd had gathered to watch Sal get pulverized, as usual. The villagers got about an hour’s worth of entertainment before Retzu stopped and asked the most asinine question.
 
   “What is your goal?”
 
   “What do you mean, ‘what is my goal’?” Sal panted incredulously, throwing down his bokuto in disgust. “Not to get hit!”
 
   “Then why are you allowing me to hit you?”
 
   “Because I can’t see behind me to block,” he snapped.
 
   “Why do you have to?” Retzu asked, rhetorically. He began to circle Sal as he talked. “Shol’tuk is an assassin’s art. Assassins do their work mainly at night, when it is the hardest to see, or be seen. A shol’tuk adherent can attack or defend just as well blindfolded as he can on sight. Perhaps better. An adherent’s body is the vessel of his will, a more versatile and deadly tool than any weapon he might carry. The sword responds to the wielder’s commands. The body responds to need. Do you understand?”
 
   “What are you, frikkin’ Buddha?” Sal muttered under his breath. He understood none of Retzu’s philosophical rhetoric, but he allowed himself to dwell on the words anyway. It at least helped to occupy his mind while he was getting pummeled.
 
   The morning continued in much the same manner until inexplicably something clicked in Sal’s mind. Whether it had been the latent wisdom of Retzu’s words, or the pain of his kicks and chops, Sal would never know, but the blows that had been landing before started missing. Inexplicably, Sal began to evade them. Well, inexplicably as far as Sal was concerned—Retzu didn’t seem the least bit surprised. By lesson’s end, Sal was evading about seven out of ten strikes. Fairly decent by Navy standards, but then again, Retzu was twice as fast as any SEAL instructor Sal had ever had, even with the assassin holding back.
 
   And that had been the way of it. As the days progressed, his body grew more and more into the tool that Retzu had described—lithe, lethal, truly the vessel of his will.
 
   Now he took his place opposite Retzu on the dais. Even this early, spectators were taking their customary places around the combatants. They’d come to expect great things from these contests, as master shaped and molded student, and congregated earlier and earlier each day, until finally they too began to find their way to the village green at daybreak.
 
   I’ll give them something to watch today, Sal vowed silently. He knew he couldn’t beat Retzu down, but he would at least hold his own. Setting his jaw, he bowed his respects to his teacher, and drew himself into shol’zo masu, his unarmed fighting stance. The still gathering crowd let loose a rousing cheer, ushering the day’s event. Then the blood began to fly.
 
   The two danced around the platform, a veritable cloud of kicks, punches, and blocks. Sal crossed his arms to block a high punch to the face, then grabbed Retzu’s wrist and pulled him in for an elbow strike to the nose. He was rewarded with a spinning chop across the shoulders. A body blow here, a leg sweep there. Block. Dodge.
 
   Retzu leaped high in the air, twisting as he came down. Sal wasn’t sure how many times his opponent kicked him in the face, but it was more than he could block. Vision fogged and arms became leaden. He retreated, almost tripping over the edge of the dais. Just catching his balance, he dropped to his knees and somersaulted under another wave of kicks. On the back side of the assassin, Sal planted his hands and kicked backward. His feet caught Retzu still in mid-leap, and sent him tumbling over the edge and onto the village green below. The crowd rang out a cheer for the victorious student, and money exchanged hands. Some folks won big on the underdog, Sal thought wryly. He gave a tired wave to his adoring fans then doubled over panting, trying vainly to catch his breath.
 
   Retzu was back up on the dais well before Sal had recuperated. He noted sourly that the assassin hadn’t even broken a decent sweat. As the assassin approached, he reached into a hidden pocket within his leathers, producing a strip of soft leather. “Nice move at the end,” he commented. “Definitely worthy of an increase in status. Welcome to the doeskin hilt, Sal.”
 
   Sal flushed with excitement as he took the doeskin strip, in his mind already affixing it to his hilt. But before he had that opportunity, a horn pealed in the distance, sounding some sort of alarm.
 
   “A messenger from a neighboring village,” Retzu said, judging apparently by the sound of the horn. “Wayfarer’s Rest, most likely.”
 
   “Whoever it is, they sound excited,” Sal panted. The two left the dais for the council tent, making their way through the crush of curious villagers.
 
   Jaren was there to greet them. As he ushered them into the tent, the emerald noticed Retzu massaging his backside, grimacing in pain.
 
   “Everybody gets lucky once in a while,” the assassin said, a bit too casually. Amusement twinkled in the emerald’s gemstone eyes, but he kept his face carefully neutral as he led them to places on the floor near Delana, taking his ease behind them. The emerald laid his hands upon Sal and Retzu. Sal’s eye tingled as mana rippled through his body, seeking out his injuries. But for once, his mind really wasn’t on his eye.
 
   The messenger sat next to Reit across from Sal, both men reclining on the thick cushions that the council used to sit on in their meetings. The messenger’s voice was hoarse from misuse, his speech broken by gulps of wine and gasps of air.
 
   He was indeed from Wayfarer’s Rest, a neighboring village of Caravan’s. It was one of the many nomadic villages in company with Reit’s own, and a staunch supporter of the Cause. The messenger was one of their far-roaming scouts. While he’d been riding his route, he’d come across a coach driven by men bearing Earthen Rank markings, headed for Schel Veylin. The guards attacked him on sight, and he was barely able to get away with his life. He lost his horse when it stepped into a foxhole, snapping a fetlock. He mercifully put the beast out of his misery, then decided what to do. As Caravan was closer than his own village, he opted to come to Reit with his information.
 
   “The coach was a prisoner transport stage, with bars on the windows and outer locks on the doors,” he said, finally in control of his breathing. “Two Rank mages rode behind it—emerald and sapphire, by their badges—with a couple squadrons riding support, possibly a full century.”
 
   “A hundred or so mages is a bit excessive for a mere prison stage. You’re sure it was an emerald riding with the sapphire?” Reit asked pointedly.
 
   “Sure as shootin’, milord,” the scout affirmed.
 
   Sal felt the tension in the room rise, though he couldn’t fathom why. As the briefing continued, Delana explained the situation for him. “The prisoner is a granite mage, a rogue,” she said. “He was found by recruiters on a farm southeast of the Vale, near the highroad to Bastion. When he ascended, he panicked and killed one of the recruiters. The other took him into custody, and has been holding him, pending transport to Schel Veylin.” She lowered her voice for emphasis. “We’ve known since before Sowing that the Rank had captured one, and we’ve been biding our time, waiting for them to move him. If we could free him, he would be a very powerful asset.”
 
   “We’ve almost no information on how granites wield, or the extent of their powers,” Jaren said, picking up where Delana left off. “They are a very private group, not given to sharing knowledge with other Tiles. They teach naught but other granites, and are taught by none but granites. When they aren’t doing the Highest’s bidding, they keep themselves locked up in their fortress, the Granite Spire, on the outskirts of Bastion. Frankly, the only reason that the Patriarchal Council allows the Spire to remain on Ysre is the off chance that one of them might be sociable.” He snickered. “In four thousand years, it hasn’t happened yet.”
 
   “Okay, so how do you know it’s this granite? Why not some other prisoner?”
 
   “Sapphire mages are often employed to sedate disorderly prisoners, or in this case, rogue mages. Ruby mages usually accompany them, as Ruby is the most aggressive—and destructive—of the soulgems. Granites, however, are very resilient to ruby magic. But they are moderately weak to emerald magic, so if you have an emerald escort in place of a ruby, then it’s a fair assumption that you’ve got a rogue granite mage being transported.”
 
   “So why not a granite escort? Wouldn’t an educated granite be more effective against a newly ascended granite?”
 
   “They would,” Delana muttered low, “but as I said, they are very practically minded. If they went to collect the rogue, they would be more likely to kill him than subdue him. It’s more prudent to eliminate a variable than to entertain an unnecessary risk.”
 
   “—with Sal offering support,” Reit was saying to the group, nabbing Sal’s attention. Reit continued. “Given the nature of the prisoner, the Highest would be loathe to let his prize slip away. You can bet that his men will react to even the slightest threat with extreme prejudice. Respond in kind. Make no mistake: bloodshed is not our objective here, but I’ll not have you risking yourselves unnecessarily. Take the sapphire first—without hesitation or mercy—then turn to the mages in the troop. With a little luck, the granite will turn his magic on his captors. Run off any remaining guards. Spare as many lives as you can, people, but remember that your lives and the life of that prisoner comes first.”
 
   Menkal spoke up. “I think it’d be best if one of our sapphires went with the core group, just in case our boy decides to panic again.”
 
   Reit’s reply was immediate, fervent. “Absolutely not. He’s already a prisoner. I will not free him, only to imprison him again myself. Crafter be willing, he’ll join our Cause. If not, he has the right to his freedom, as do we all. If he lashes out at us...” He let his voice trail off for effect. It was obvious that there would be emerald mages in the raiding party, should they be needed.
 
   As the briefing wound down, Reit called Sal over to him. “Are you ready to start earning your keep?” he asked playfully.
 
   “Dang skippy.”
 
   “Pardon?”
 
   “That means ‘yes’.”
 
   “Of course,” Reit answered dubiously. “By the by... there will be more than enough people in the party. If you happen across the stage’s treasure box, there should be enough gems in there to keep certain artisans busy for weeks,” he said, winking conspiratorially.
 
   Sal returned the wink, grinning at Reit’s own attempt at spurring him along. It wasn’t a half bad idea, actually. On a professional level, he had to admit that his employer’s supply could use a little restocking, but more practically… what better gift could he give the object of his affection than a pile of glittering jewels?
 
   ***
 
   Reit watched the raiding party ride off into the woods, silently praying the Crafter’s protection over them. His attention was particularly drawn to the sandy haired young man with the barely used katana strapped to his back. So odd, that one, with such a unique and insightful view of a world that should by all rights be completely alien to him. Yet in the space of a few weeks, he’d gone from a grievously wounded stranger to an accepted—even popular—member of Reit’s extended family. And now he was sending his new brother-in-arms to fight his battles for him.
 
   All over a mage whose capabilities and allegiances were yet unknown. Was it worth it?
 
   He continued to stare at the now-empty path leading into the forest, long after Sal and the others had passed from view. Lost in his thoughts, Reit didn’t hear Delana approach him from behind, so he started when she wrapped her arms around him consolingly, laying her head on his knotted shoulders.
 
   She alone understood him completely. She knew that he considered this his war, and that everyone that died in it weighed heavily upon him. Of course, there were a select few others who saw through the facade, saw past the title of el’Yatza. But she alone knew him, even more than his own twin. Which is why it hurt him when she had sided with the rest of the Council, deeming him too important to the Cause to risk himself on this mission. Bitterness welled up within him—toward the Council, toward the Highest and this damnable war Reit was forced to wage against him, toward Delana…
 
   No, not her, he amended. Never her. Let her utterly betray me, I could never feel bitterness toward her.
 
   Well, not for long, anyway.
 
   Sighing, he resigned himself to the fact that after this most recent incarceration, he and a good many other leaders would be excluded from such missions, only taking up arms under the most dire circumstances. Retzu alone had gone against the Council’s wishes, saying the only fulfillment an assassin had was in killing. They gave in, of course. They might as well have—he would have gone anyway.
 
   “We’re figureheads,” Reit muttered, envying his brother. “We’re game masters, moving our followers around like footmen on a khal’cek board, whimsically deciding which ones will be sacrificed for the sake of victory, and yet unable to sacrifice ourselves.” He turned to his wife, looking deep into her violet gemstone eyes. How he lost himself there, once when they were young and carefree! He still did, but only insomuch as his duties to the Resistance would allow. He sighed brokenly, a prisoner to his Cause, mourning all that he’d given up in the name of freedom. And now that he’d been remanded to the relative safety of the village, to lead from afar, his fight for freedom left him ever more the prisoner.
 
   “We should be out there, wife. We should ourselves be doing what we ask of others. How can we lead if we’re not out in front, fighting alongside our brethren, risking our lives from them as they do for us?” he demanded helplessly.
 
   “The same way we always have, dear heart,” Delana said patiently, firmly. “We lead with our heads, not our hearts. Our people know we don’t ask of them what we are unwilling to do ourselves. That’s precisely why they requested of the Council that we remain behind. They requested. If we were to fall, how can they be sure the next leaders would be as dedicated as we?”
 
   He had no choice but to accept the logic, of course. He hated himself for it, but he accepted all the same. Dejectedly he nodded and pulled her close, both cursing her wisdom and praising the Crafter for it, all in the same heartbeat.
 
   Silently, he prayed yet again to the Crafter for the safety of the raiders. Especially for the sandy-haired young man who had in the weeks gone from stranger to dear friend, and who was right now risking his life for a cause not his own, to free a man he didn’t know.
 
   And again, Reit had to wonder, was it worth it?
 
   ***
 
   Sal’s thoughts followed much the same course as Reit’s. Here he was, in a strange world with strange people, hiking through the woods to risk his neck rescuing a stranger who’ll probably return the favor by trying to kill him. Was it worth it? Sal had an answer.
 
   Absolutely. Hadn’t the twins and Jaren just risked their lives and maybe even the survival of the village for a total stranger? Someone who could very well have been a spy? His honor demanded that he do no less.
 
   The raiding party marched along a wash on the leeward side of a ridge that separated them from the road. According to the amethyst mages, the soil in the area was laden with minerals that made it difficult for them to see through the gully walls, which they hoped would hide them from the approaching prison escort until it was too late. Sal wasn’t sure what to make of that. Mages seeing through dirt and rock?
 
   Before he could ponder further, an advance scout slid down the gully wall some fifty yards ahead. At his signal, the troop came to a halt, and brought Sal’s mind back to the task at hand. Hopping off his horse, he tied the reins to a low hanging branch, and made for the head of the line, where the scout was addressing Retzu and the others.
 
   “—sixty to seventy men, perhaps half of them mages,” the barrel-chested mage was saying. “By their heat patterns, I’d say there are only a few rubies. We tend to run a little hotter. The ridge is pretty thin up top, so their amethysts will see us as soon as we crest the summit if they’re paying attention. Be ready to fight immediately.” That said, he looked to Retzu, who was already easing his sword and belt knife in their scabbards.
 
   “Alright, mates, you know the drill,” the assassin said. “I lead the mundane, Naumen leads the arcane.” The scout nodded stiffly at the other mages. “Everybody space out in single file, as close to the summit as you can get without cresting. Mages attack when the escort is a third of the way along the line, providing cover for the ends to circle down to the road on either flank. Primary targets are the stage guards and the amethysts. The troop will likely take position near the stage or on the far side of the road. Don’t let them. When the troop is fully engaged, the mundanes will join in. I want to contain them in the front and back, and hit the side hard. Drive them back from the carriage so our archers can have a clear shot. Archers and mages, stay in the shelter of the trees. Sal, you and Tavin grab the granite and get him to safety. Questions?” There were none.
 
   Assignments passed out and acknowledged, the raiders dispersed. Naumen directed placement as the raiders moved into position along the ridge, crawling the last few feet as they neared the summit. A few designated individuals peeked over the top of the ridge from behind the trees, rocks, bushes, anything that might have afforded even the slightest camouflage. But apparently all camouflage was slight, at least to an amethyst mage’s magical vision. Many of the raiders, hidden as they were, still looked like they were going to sick up.
 
   Sal topped the ridge and hunkered down at his assigned post near the furthest end of the line, spying down the road as far as the trees would let him. In place, he scrunched even further, making himself as small a target as possible.
 
   And then he waited. Ten seconds. Twenty. A minute. Five minutes. Sal started to get restless, shifting in place, rounding his grip nervously on the doeskin-hilt of his katana. He thought for a moment to recite his hilts—two of them now—to calm down, but then realized that he wasn’t feeling that kind of excitement. His focus hadn’t wavered in the slightest from Caravan to the ridge. He wasn’t distracted, fearful, anxious. He was completely centered. He was just itching to get to work, to see some action, to do battle—even if it meant swords and arrows instead of MP5s. After being shot up, thrown in prison, dragged through a medieval forest, and put on trial by a jury of people so not his peers, he was more than ready to relieve some of the frustration that he’d built up over the past few weeks.
 
   Finally, he got his chance. The elements themselves came to life along the road almost before Sal could even see the escort. And even though Jaren had talked to him at length about it—even wrapped as he was in military training—still he was unprepared for what he saw.
 
   Fire, ice, and lightning showered the ridge as the carriage leapt to the escape, evoking an almost immediate magical response from the raiders. The result was… captivating. Massive salvos of color and energy flew from ridge to road and back again, and souls flew into eternity with each impact, yet for all the carnage, the sight itself was breathtakingly beautiful. So awestricken was he that he didn’t see the ice ball streaking toward his head until it burst into powder a foot from his nose, showering him with its snowy remnants.
 
   A hand grasped his collar and yanked—hard—dragging him roughly to the ground. “Have you lost your mind?” Tavin shouted breathlessly.
 
   “I... I’ve never seen anything like this!”
 
   “Aye, and you never will again, if you don’t have a care! It’s not easy to wither a spell in mid-flight, you know.”
 
   “To do what?”
 
   “Never mind. Just know that you may not be so fortunate next time. Now, let’s move.”
 
   The two low-crawled their way through the trees—and spells—making for a drainage ditch on their side of the road. The twang of a bowstring drew Sal’s attention, and he turned in time to catch a nearby archer drawing a second arrow from his quiver. No sooner was it nocked that it sped toward its target, sparking with electricity as it flew. Its aim was true, and it caught a blue-eyed mage high in the chest, the metal tip easily piercing the leather breastplate. The electricity apparently found a medium in the sapphire’s magic, for sparks leapt from the mage to any soul unlucky enough to be standing nearby, severely wounding those few that weren’t killed outright.
 
   “Sal. That way?” Tavin pointed, indicating the ditch at the bottom of the hill which was conspicuously lacking two raiders laying in wait for the prison carriage. Sal nodded sheepishly.
 
   When they got there, they noticed a huge crater in the middle of the road just before the prison carriage. The horses were missing as well. Absently, Sal hoped they were taken by a few escort mages smart enough to get outta Dodge. But as close as that crater was to the carriage, he doubted it. Magic bolts exploded dangerously close to Sal, forcing him to duck down in the ditch beside Tavin and wait for a break in the action. Then it came.
 
   It was a small window, barely enough time to sidestep the crater, but it was likely all they’d get. Sal bolted from the ditch with Tavin in tow, spells raining down around them. The two ducked around the front of the coach just as lightning struck at their feet, turning the road to glass behind them. The concussion blew them off their feet, and sent them scrambling back to the shelter of the carriage.
 
   Tavin rounded the carriage and moved to the door, grasping the lock. His eyes flashed brilliantly as the mana flowed. Sal had seen that look of concentration once before, when Jaren and Laryn had magically aged the prison bars the night of their escape. But before Tavin could finish whatever he was doing, a stray chunk of flying ice glanced off his temple, dropping him in a nerveless heap at Sal’s feet.
 
   Sal ducked under the front of the carriage and reached out to the emerald from behind the wheel. The mage groaned, looked around dazedly, disoriented. “Tavin? Are you okay? Can you hear me?” Sal asked, gently shaking him.
 
   “Aye, I can hear you,” Tavin answered vaguely. “There’s this loud... booming in my ears.”
 
   “Yeah, mine too. That’s the raiders attacking the prisoner escort,” Sal said patiently.
 
   “Raiders? Prisoner escort?”
 
   “Never mind.”
 
   Sal took a moment to pull Tavin completely under the coach and the meager shelter it offered. “Stay put till this is ov—”
 
   An explosion rocked the carriage, rattling Sal’s teeth in his mouth. Ain’t gonna last too much longer! Gotta get the package and bug out. He gave Tavin a quick once-over, made sure that he wasn’t injured further, then scrambled out from under the coach.
 
   In all the ruckus, Sal hadn’t heard the newly-rusted snap of the lock, so he was surprised to find the door standing wide open, and the coach empty of its passenger. He stood for a moment, gaping, until a barrage of hailstones threatened to shatter the door. He dove reflexively into the carriage as the remains of the door flew from its hinges. He could hear myriad pings and thunks as the tiny missiles peppered the back of the coach, but for the moment the thick wooden frame was holding. Gathering his breath, he unsheathed his sword and bunched his muscles to spring back into the fray.
 
   Then he saw the treasure box, lying open on its side.
 
   The contents of the box had spilled, making a sparkling pile in an undamaged corner of the carriage. Sal crouched there, transfixed by the glittering mound of wealth, the fight outside all but forgotten. Wouldn’t hurt to fill my pockets since I’m already here, Sal thought. After all, his part of the mission had been accomplished. The granite was free. Just one or two handfuls on the way out the door wouldn’t hurt anybody.
 
   Greed threatened to provide any excuse Sal needed, but he wretched his eyes away from the riches. People were risking their lives outside, and there he was, already counting his winnings. After the fight was over, he could come back and loot to his heart’s content, he promised himself. Sighing, he half-crawled toward the door and the raging battle beyond, idly sweeping back the gems that littered the coach floor.
 
   As his fingers brushed a particularly large diamond, his head exploded in pain. His left eye blazed in an agony reminiscent of the night in the Laotian laboratory. A grinding sound filled his head, though in his panicked state he would only remember much later that he didn’t hear the sound in his ears. He heard it radiating through the very bones of his skull, stretching outward from his left orbit. As the crunching sound continued, growing louder, he felt his eye crystallize in its socket, growing hard and cold and dry in moments. Sal lost his balance, tumbling out of the coach with his hands clawing at his face.
 
   Black blobs swam in his vision as he wrestled with his fleeing consciousness. Amidst the blobs, a fuzzy form appeared. Sal’s eye cleared long enough to see the form for a guard, dressed in some sort of armored uniform. Whoever he was, he definitely wasn’t one of the villagers. And judging by the sneer of contempt and the wicked looking axe, chances were that he wasn’t friendly, either. But crippled with pain as Sal was, he couldn’t lift his hands from his head... not that he’d have the strength to defend himself anyway.
 
   So he waited patiently for the bite of the axe, almost welcoming it, but it never came. The axe fighter froze where he was, his face taking on a pained look of surprise. Sal’s vision wavered as consciousness slipped away, but not before seeing the guard turn grey and crumble to the ground in a pile of dust and rubble, revealing a young man—with eyes of polished rock—behind him, a brown nimbus surrounding him like a dirty halo.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10
 
   Pain.
 
   Sharp, stabbing pain lanced through his left eye, radiating in all directions and echoing back off the insides of his skull.
 
   He remembered this. He felt just like this just before he woke up in that prison...
 
   Prison!
 
   Sal swam toward the dim light of the waking world, sitting bolt upright before he’d given himself a chance to catch his bearings. He half expected to find himself back within the chiseled stone confines of Schel Veylin prison, surrounded by the filthy, overripe bodies of society’s outcasts lying scattered across the dirt floor. Instead he was rewarded with spots in his vision and a wave of dizziness, along with the most peculiar urge to heave up everything he’d ever eaten.
 
   His sight cleared slowly, and he found himself not a recaptured prisoner, but rather back in his tent in Caravan. It was dark, but slowly getting lighter. Someone must have dragged me back here from the road, he thought blearily, still tasting a hint of bile in his throat. His eyes were crusted over, and his mouth felt like it had been packed in cotton. He wondered groggily how the rest of the raid went, if everyone got out alright. Somebody had to have, anyway, for him to be back in camp and in one piece. He ran a quick hand over his body to make sure that everything was indeed in its proper place, then looked around to try and gain a sense of what had happened.
 
   Twilight crept through the flap—the early hours of the morning, if Sal was any judge—and the only other light in the tent aside from a single candle, burnt clear down to the nub. As Sal’s eyes adjusted to the light, brilliant in the darkness, he caught sight of a figure, nodding in a chair just a few feet away. Even in his present state, he could never mistake that mass of red-gold curls. It was Marissa.
 
   She jerked her head back up and shook it, seemingly determined to finish her watch more or less in one piece. She forced her sleepy eyes wide—and screamed!
 
   “Sal! Blessed Crafter, Sal!” she gushed as she leapt from the chair, knocking it over. She threw herself at him, her arms winding about him as she wept into his shoulder. “Crafter be praised that you’re alright. Jaren said it could take days, but I never in my wildest dreams—”
 
   “What?” Sal asked, shaking the last cobwebs from his brain. “What would take days? What happened?”
 
   “I’ve got to get Jaren,” she said abruptly, scrubbing her eyes dry as she rushed from the tent to summon the emerald, pausing only a moment at the tent flap to look back at Sal and make sure he was real before disappearing into the morning.
 
   Sal crunched his eyes shut and clutched at his head in a vain attempt to still the throbbing. As it happened, he really didn’t need to. It had already started to fade, and was completely gone a few moments later.
 
   Gingerly, he opened his eyes again, convinced that the pounding would return. But it didn’t. He opened his eyes all the way without the expected explosion, then blinked hard a few times just to be sure.
 
   Strange. Now that he thought about it, he actually felt pretty good. Both eyes were working. All his appendages were in the right place. He didn’t feel like barfing anymore. He wasn’t even dizzy.
 
   Morphine. However backward they are, they must have discovered morphine.
 
   A faint buzzing in his head seemed to back up that theory, but... no, something was wrong. He decided that he wasn’t stoned, but it was something similar. It wasn’t dizziness. He couldn’t really describe the sensation, yet it was familiar somehow. Before he could really consider it, Jaren burst into the tent, trailed by Marissa and Delana.
 
   “Now, now, Sal,” the emerald admonished, slipping seamlessly into what Sal thought of as his doctor mode. “Just lie back, there’s a good chap. No need to rush your recovery—”
 
   “I’m fine, Jaren, really. I’m not even dizzy.” To prove his point, he pushed Jaren back and slipped from beneath the covers, barely wavering as he took to his feet.
 
   “Well, you seem to have recovered physically,” Jaren granted, his face drawing up in restrained mirth. “But your powers of observation still leave something to be desired.”
 
   Sal didn’t need the emerald’s quip to bring home the reality of the situation. Marissa’s eyes were riveted on the lower half of his body, her cheeks flushed. Delana, on the other hand, whipped her head away, throwing up a hand to shield her eyes. 
 
   That was more than enough to put him into motion, diving back into bed and throwing the covers over his newly discovered nakedness. Deciding that discretion was the better part of compassion in this case, Delana backed out of the tent, pulling a reluctant Marissa behind. “I believe you have an order of enchanted bows to finish?” the amethyst was saying as the two left.
 
   “Well, I suppose you could look at it this way,” Jaren said clearing his throat politely. “This is one less secret between you and Marissa.” The emerald neatly sidestepped the pillow that came flying in response. Undaunted, he scooped up Sal’s pants from where they lay over a wooden footlocker. “It’s probably just as well that we’re alone, actually.”
 
   “How long was I out?” asked Sal, taking the proffered breeches and pulling them on.
 
   “Seven days. Two days longer than anyone I’ve ever heard of, which was the cause of our worry.”
 
   “Yeah, I imagine I’d be a little worried myse—” He stopped, Jaren’s words finally registering. “Seven days?!? What, was I in a coma or something? And what do you mean, ‘anyone you’d ever heard of?’”
 
   The emerald’s face broke in a wide grin, but he said nothing. Instead, he pointed to the mirror hanging on the central tent pole. Sal stepped to the mirror, wondering what his face had to do with anything. He didn’t know what he had expected, but what stared back from the mirror was definitely not it.
 
   His right eye was normal, its hazel iris dilated from the dim light in the tent. His left orb, however, had no iris. In fact, he would have sworn that someone had completely gouged his eye out and replaced it with a glass ball, had he not been able to see with it. Or maybe it was a crystal ball?
 
   Or a diamond...!
 
   Though smooth on the surface, tiny flashes of rainbow color shimmered deep within the clear orb, reminding him eerily of the gem he’d touched in the prison coach. Purples, reds, greens... it was at once beautiful and terrifying.
 
   “Does this mean...?”
 
   “When a mage ascends, he is struck unconscious,” Jaren explained, confirming his suspicions. Sal just continued to stare at the glittering gemstone in amazement, barely absorbing what was being said. “He may experience a great deal of pain, which is made all the worse by panic or resistance. The comatose state usually lasts from two hours to three days, depending on how deeply the mage is attuned to his soulgem and how hard he fought his ascension. You apparently fought harder than most.”
 
   “I guess that’s why my head’s buzzing then.”
 
   “No. Actually, that’s a reaction to the mana within me. I suspect you could always feel it before, by the way you described your eye tingling. Now that you are ascended, you will feel mana more acutely. Even see it, once you learn how.”
 
   Sal turned his head slightly, and the color patterns within the diamond changed. Enchanting as the orb was, he still forced himself to pay attention to what the mage—the other mage, he reminded himself—was saying. “I’ve never heard of a diamond mage before,” he murmured.
 
   “Neither have I,” the emerald said with an awed sigh.
 
   Sal looked sharply at Jaren. The emerald mage held his hands up defensively, suddenly very serious. “Relax, Sal! Relax,” he urged firmly. “You might wield accidentally before we’re able to teach you how to constrict the mana flow.” 
 
   Reflexively, Sal crunched his eyes shut and tried his best to clear his mind of all thought. Geez, I could kill someone—or even myself—without even knowing how I did it! How the heck am I ever supposed to learn how to wield if there’s never been another diamond mage? He ran through his hilts hurriedly, and for a wonder, it worked. The words of his mantra stuck in his mind, clearing out all thought but that which was devoted to his recitation. He repeated them, slowly, savoring every syllable. Finally, he felt confident enough to open his eyes again. He studied the emerald’s face, searching for answers of some kind—any kind—but only found the same perplexity that he himself felt.
 
   “How did this happen?” he asked finally.
 
   Jaren just shook his head. “We don’t know. We’ve discussed it for days, but have come to no solid conclusions. We don’t even know where to begin in your training. There hasn’t been a new soulgem in over four thousand years, so we have no basis for comparison. We don’t know what element—if any—that Diamond may be lord of, so we can’t even begin to understand how to approach the situation. And until we can, you and our new granite friend share a common problem. You’ll both have to teach yourselves.”
 
   ***
 
   The sound of the hammer striking hot steel was comforting to Keth. He lost himself in the dull thunk-thunk-thunk as he shaped the metal, punctuated by the occasional peal as his hammer slipped and struck the bare anvil.
 
   He didn’t see the glowing steel the same way his Master Seti did. Oh, he saw it alright, but in Keth’s sight, the bar glowed its weakness, not its heat. Near the tongs, where it was coolest, the steel bar was a dark blue, almost black with strength, fading to a lighter shade where the metal had been softened by the head of the forge. The orange of his skin stood out in stark contrast, glowing an indistinct yellow where his bones ran beneath.
 
   His sight was just one of the many things these people had questioned him on, both during the trial of acceptance, and after. It was calming to get away, to listen to the crackling of the forge fire, and remember when days were simple—when the sky was actually blue, and when flames could actually be seen, not just heard and felt.
 
   He cursed the mage recruiters under his breath, beating his anger into the cooling bar where it dispersed for a time. Before they came with their damnable Tiled Hand, there was beauty to the world. There were green fields, red and yellow autumn leaves, tan fawns with white spots, grey rabbits with shiny, black noses. Nanette... Not a day went by that he didn’t think of his Nanette. So beautiful, with her flaxen hair, her strong chin, her slightly crooked nose where she’d broken it in her tenth summer. She was by far the Crafter’s greatest work. But that beauty was gone. All beauty was gone.
 
   The cold springs that trickled eastward from the Stormbreak Mountains before merging with the Rhu’sai used to run an icy blue. Now, yellow-green ice floes bobbed in the blood red water. The same red also colored the waters flowing past Scholar’s Ford—a city which, incidentally, was now blue-green with light blue walls. He could not even see the sun anymore, as it had no substance. No sun. No stars. Only the moon, hanging light blue in a white sky.
 
   Feeling his rage returning, he beat the steel bar even harder, drawing a curious glance from Master Seti. But the smith said nothing, simply let his new apprentice work out his own frustrations. He’s a good man, Keth thought. The entire village had gone out of its way to see that he’d felt welcome. Even after their leader Reit had asked him about the murder.
 
   I didn’t mean to do it, he remembered saying. And that was true, as the Heads of Order had verified. But that didn’t excuse the fact that he’d done it, actually taken life.
 
   He thrust the cooling bar back into the coals of the invisible fire, and watched morosely as the steel softened...
 
   ***
 
   “Keth”, called a woman’s voice. Careful not to drop the steel—it was already glowing brightly with heat—he turned toward the doorway.
 
   “Aye?” he called back.
 
   “Keth, yer father wants ye,” his mother said, drying her hands on her apron. “We have visitors he wants ye to meet.”
 
   “Aye, I’ll be right there, Ma.” He was irritated at the break in his work. There had been more than enough work to go around since coming here. An uncle had left this farm to his Da in his departing wishes. Da knew little of the crop rotations in this part of the world, little of the soil, but the new farm was five times the breadth of the old, and far be it from the old man to turn down an opportunity.
 
   Having to pack their lives up and move clear across the mainland hadn’t helped either. The six moons it had taken them, even along the highroad, to cross from the Northern Plains to the eastern foothills of the Stormbreaks had cost them three cows and a good packhorse. The trip itself cost his Da a quarter of what he’d sold their own farm for, then a third of what remained to winter in Scholar’s Ford. They finally reached the new homestead nearly a week into Newbreath, though the Month of Thaws brought them little of its accustomed cheer. The homestead was in such disrepair that it was all they could do to get things in shape before the planting of the early crops, to say nothing of actually enjoying the Festival of Courting. And those fields... those Crafter-cursed rocky fields...
 
   Still, he reminded himself, complaining will do no good. Even now, two years later, the work continued. And the work will still be here when I get back from entertaining our guests, he sighed to himself, so I’d best be done with this. Turning, he replaced the would-be horseshoe in the forge just outside the coals, then went to answer his father’s summons.
 
   He found his Da sitting at the work table in front of the main house, keeping company with a pair of men sitting opposite of him. As Keth approached, the pair looked to Keth, then shared a secret look that the boy didn’t altogether trust. They were mages, after all, a ruby and a sapphire. And they seemed a bit too interested in Keth for his liking. “Ah, and here’s me son now,” Keth’s father said, following their eyes.
 
   “The wind kisses the wheat,” the sapphire greeted him, extending his hand in traditional Plainsfolk greeting.
 
   Odd, coming from a Valenese, Keth thought. He took the hand anyway, pumping it firmly. “It weaves through the stalks, and they sway,” he answered neutrally. The sapphire’s smile faltered, and his parents looked positively scandalized. That obviously wasn’t the response they’d hoped for. How unfortunate, Keth sneered inwardly. His initial reply, “the wind precedes the storm,” still squirmed on his tongue, begging to be let loose. Keth had little love for mages—they were murderers and house-dividers, the lot o’ them; everyone knew that—but it would not do to insult the sapphire so in his Ma’s presence.
 
   The ruby, on the other hand, didn’t use the traditional greeting, didn’t expect the polite response, “the wind bears the seed to new fields.” He had watched the exchange between Keth and the sapphire dispassionately, and now greeted Keth with a simple bow, as was the custom among the Onatae. His slanted crimson eyes betrayed no expression, fair or foul. They just smoldered.
 
   Finally, Keth’s father bade them all sit. The boy was still wary, but there was something about the mages, something odd. Keth was curious. Shaking hands with the sapphire had made his eyes tingle. Apparently, he intrigued the mages as well, for they shared that secret look again.
 
   “He’s a hard worker, me boy is, and smart as a whip,” his father said, clapping Keth on the back. “Up at dawn to do his chores. Works hisself weary, then studies his lessons long into the night. Listen ye to his speech, see if’n they ain’t the words of an industrious man. Even now, he’s fresh from the smithy out back.” He punctuated this last with another fond slap, oblivious to the pun between the words “fresh” and “smithy”.
 
   “We have no doubt that your son is quite industrious, Master Tucker,” the sapphire said, addressing Keth as much as his father. “It is the extent of his talent we’re here to determine. You see, boy, we feel that you may have the potential to become a mage, which is something that you cannot do here on a farm. Simply the fact that you’ve grown to this age and not ascended is testimony to that.”
 
   Keth took in the earnestness of the sapphire. He seemed a nice enough fellow, and outgoing to boot. He definitely had a way with his Da, who Keth had always seen as the ultimate judge of character. Still, the whole thing stank like a stall in need of mucking out. “Alright, then do whatever ye must, and go,” answered Keth tightly. Mage he may be—or no, as willed the Crafter—but he determined that no one would tell him he had to leave his Da’s own farm, whatever happened.
 
   “It’s not that simple,” the ruby said, his tone as dark as it was quiet. “We must administer a test of your magical abilities. If you pass, we will aid in your ascension, and then take you to a place where you will be able to learn to control your talents. You will become more powerful than you could possibly imagine. If you fail, you stay here, and we will never bother you again.
 
   “But we cannot allow you to remain untested. If you were to accidentally ascend on your own, you would be a danger to everyone you know and love. We would have no choice but to return, in force, and... resolve the problem.” There could be no mistaking the note of finality in the ruby’s words.
 
   “You leave me little choice,” Keth muttered cheerlessly, setting his will against what might happen. This was his home, and he’d rail against the Gates of the Abyss before he let those minta’hk divide it.
 
   Nodding his satisfaction, the sapphire produced a plaque. It was little more than a lacquered slat with the bejeweled design of a hand on the front of it. Keth hissed and backed away. “That’s your test?”
 
   Keth had heard of the Tiled Hand. He’d had friends that had touched the plaque, only to be smitten unconscious. When they woke days later, they were... different. And not just their eyes or their ability to wield magic. Whatever the Hand bestowed, it wasn’t good.
 
   Keth moved to stand, but his Da held him fast. “Sit yerself, boy, and listen.” The older man’s voice was firm, but sympathetic to his son’s fears. “Me and yer Ma shan’t be around forever, and we want to know yer taken care of.” He pointed at the Hand. “That may well be our guarantee. A mage leads a grand life, respected and admired by his peers. I’m a farmer. Me Da was a farmer, and his Da before him. I want somethin’ better for ye, son.”
 
   Keth looked to the Tiled Hand, then to the sapphire mage holding it. The gemstone eyes he found there frightened him. He felt trapped in them, as a fly in amber. But within those sky blue orbs, he also saw the hint of the wondrous power that could be his. He had to admit that the prospect excited him almost beyond his fear. His emotions swirled, his gorge heaved reflexively. He looked to his Da for stability, but the older man’s eyes just continued to plead with him. Keth sighed deeply and shook his head. What was he to do? He didn’t want to be a mage, wanted nothing of the sort, but he’d be a fool not to take advantage of that kind of power. Besides, mages didn’t have to be murderers and house-dividers, did they? Fear and possibility chased each other around inside his head, until finally, he grit his teeth and threw his reluctant hand forward, bringing it down upon the plaque’s multicolored design before he could convince himself not to.
 
   As his hand came down on the Tiles, his head erupted in a mad rush of pain. He tried to scream, but the pain stole his breath. He fell to the ground clutching his head as, before his dimming eyes, the world blurred, the colors bleeding together as they inverted, and eventually faded altogether as he slipped into the black void of sleep... 
 
   ***
 
   The thunk of Master Seti’s hammer brought Keth back to the present. He had no idea how long he’d been lost in his memories, but the fires of the forge had softened the steel bar to a blue that approached turquoise.
 
   He pulled the bar from the fire and laid it on the anvil, positioning it precisely, so that every swing of the hammer would achieve maximum effect. Satisfied, he went back to work pummeling the steel bar, exerting his will upon the metal as it slowly took the form of his choosing. This one was to be a scythe, for use in the wheat fields east of Caravan, should the village stay put long enough to see that particular crop come in. One of the many tools he’d mastered through the years, he could have forged it with his eyes closed. As the blue metal darkened—hardened—beneath his hammer, he was tempted to do that very thing, to close his eyes and slip once more into the past.
 
   Blue the metal was, like his Nanette’s eyes had been once upon a lifetime. That last time he’d seen them, they were wide with shock, and grey as ash. The tears were still wet as they coursed down her crumbling cheek...
 
   He hadn’t recognized her. To him, she’d appeared as some horrific caricature of a woman. Not his Nanette. But he knew the mages by their glowing eyes. He saw clearly the icy blue and the burning red of the ones who’d done this to him, to Nanette. He’d lashed out at the nearest one, directing all his anger at those demonic red orbs. Their precious Tiled Hand had stolen his eyes, and replaced them with mocking stone parodies, polished rocks that would never again see a sunrise or a flame. All he could see now were flaws, weaknesses in the things he once thought were perfect.
 
   As he pounded the blue steel into blue-black, the events of that replayed in his mind—almost unbidden, but undeniable in any case. He remembered the confusion as he first opened his eyes. He hadn’t recognized a single face—not his Ma, nor his Da, nor the two mages. Their faces were nothing more than a blur of mismatched colors. He fought to contain the sheer panic growing within him, fought wildly, but it slipped from his grasp as he laid eyes on the woman he would learn, too late, had been his betrothed.
 
   Nanette’s once-copper skin was now orange. The sun of her hair was now a dull orange-red. Her proud cheekbones now gleamed yellow, showing through her flesh as were her forehead, jaw and teeth. Her eyes, once a radiant blue, were now meaningless red blobs. When she approached, she was too stunned to speak, so she just reached out to touch his face. His eyes...
 
   Keth’s fear fed upon itself, doubling with each passing moment. It was all he could do to hold on to his sanity as he took in the quivering mass of confusion that the world had become. But when his eyes fell upon that yellow visage of a skull wreathed in orange, his mounting fear gave way to full blown terror. Not knowing who she was—what she was—he lashed out. He was only trying to protect himself. How was he to know?!? It was only after his fear had evoked his magic that it dawned on him. He saw the familiar crook to the nose, the proud cheekbones, the tiny scar where they’d pierced each other’s left ears as the Plainsfolk customs of betrothal demanded—now all shades of grey in powdery death. What had he done?
 
   Terrified disbelief gave way to anger, anger to unfettered rage. He turned his dreadful gaze to the ruby mage, the closer of the two recruiters. The mage, his eyes dead black within the shimmering red aura of his power, drew upon the ruby magic in defense of the attack he knew was coming.
 
   The defensive mage was exactly the target that Keth needed to vent his grief-riddled hate. After all, a defensive posture begged an offensive move, did it not?
 
   The sapphire mage’s appeals to reason fell on deaf ears as Keth charged the ruby. He studied the mage in a way quite detached from his anger. He found that not only could he see varying colors denoting strength and weakness, he could see patterns within those colors. And on some level—perhaps knowledge imparted to him directly from his magic—he knew that those patterns were what made up the sapphire’s skin, his bones, his gemstone eyes. He knew those patterns instinctively… and he knew that he could affect them! Time slowed to a crawl as Keth raised his fist. A telltale brown tinge had already begun spreading throughout the ruby’s face. As Keth cocked his elbow back, the brown aura mixed with the orange of the mage’s facial tissues. By the time Keth’s fist, crackling with brown energy, met the mage’s jawbone, brown and orange had completely merged to form a muddy grey. The fist met little resistance as it made contact with the mage’s jaw and pushed through it. The mage’s head shattered, sending dusty shards across the room...
 
   Keth noticed the relative silence of the forge, and it startled him out of his memories. He turned to find Master Seti staring at him, saying nothing. Self-consciously, Keth shoved the steel bar back into the fire pit.
 
   “You know, I’ve never had any love for the Highest,” said the blacksmith gruffly, “or his granite henchmen. But you ain’t one of them. Your trial proved that to the Council, and that’s good enough for me.
 
   “Granted, acceptance into our little clan don’t solve all your problems, and I don’t believe a man should solve another man’s problems for him anyway, so I wouldn’t try even if I knew how,” he admitted, his turn to be self-conscious. “But I do believe in helping a man to achieve his own victory.”
 
   “What’s the difference?” Keth asked, for lack of anything else to say.
 
   “Even a blind man needs to look at himself once in a while, and be able to accept what he sees. He can’t do that if someone else is telling him where to look. We can only tell you what you’re seeing, not what you’re to do with it once you see it for yourself.” The older man fell silent for a moment of reflection, then shrugged and returned to his work as if not caring what the young granite made of his personal observations.
 
   But Keth watched the blacksmith for a while after, watched him hammer away at a thin shaft of steel, a broadsword in the making. Keth’s Da had once described smithing as “only helping the steel become what it was already meant to be.”
 
   Smithing was an art. You couldn’t force the steel into a certain shape, and you shouldn’t try to. You had to coax it, persuade it, almost allow the metal to shape itself. If you did it right, the steel would accept your guidance and shape itself into whatever you desired, and be stronger for it. If you did it wrong, the steel would break.
 
   The blacksmith’s words came back to him, fitting perfectly with his Da’s teaching. This blacksmith, along with all of Caravan, had been there for Keth, constantly offering to help him, to guide him. He supposed he should be more grateful. Granted, their reasons were selfish; they wanted to coax him into fighting for their cause. But was that really such a bad thing, considering the alternatives? He thought not.
 
   But one question plagued him as he worked. After everything that had happened since his ascension, after all he’d seen and experienced, could he trust anyone enough to let himself be molded? Or would he break, as the steel that refused to be coaxed?
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11
 
   Jaren was very thorough in his examination of Sal. Nothing was left to chance. Blood pressure, adrenaline concentration in the blood, residual muscle spasms, all were investigated in exhaustive detail. When the emerald was satisfied that Sal was in no immediate danger, he began to drill Sal on “constricting his conduits”—whatever that meant.
 
   As simply as Jaren could put it, mana flowed through a mage in “conduits”, intangible magical constructs similar to blood vessels. In constricting or relaxing his conduits, a mage could control the release of his magics, or prevent it entirely.
 
   In James Salvatori terms, it was squeezing the hose so that all the water didn’t come out at once and drown everyone. The emerald mage didn’t know exactly what to make of that.
 
   The lessons were exhaustive to the point of being monotonous, lasting the better part of the morning, but Sal eventually caught on. He practiced constricting and relaxing his conduits for yet another hour, all the while under the more experienced mage’s intense scrutiny. Finally Jaren was satisfied that Sal was safe to be around, and gave him leave to return to life as usual. He did caution Sal about returning to work too soon, however. “It takes a good bit of concentration for a newly-ascended mage to maintain his conduits,” he said by way of explanation, “especially for the first few hours or so. Quite like the breathing of a newborn baby. Similarly, it becomes more or less instinctual with time.”
 
   Sal promised to keep an eye—diamond or figurative, he couldn’t decide which—on his conduits, and Jaren left. Once alone, Sal dressed, and went out to face what was left of the morning.
 
   His first thought had been to go back to work, heedless of Jaren’s warning. He was fine; he just wanted to be busy. He wanted to be useful. Mostly, he wanted to see Marissa. But instead, he found his feet pointing him toward Reit’s wagon. There was something Sal wanted to do.
 
   Delana was courteous as always, offered the proper commiseration for what he’d just been through. She told him that it was normal to be a little out of sorts for the first couple of days following ascension. Sal was hardly interested in all that. He wanted to know where he could find the granite mage.
 
   Delana’s directions led Sal across the green to the Foundries, an area, in this village as in most others, set aside as an industrial district. Here he could find any trade that involved a forge fire—weapon smiths, armor smiths, glass blowers, potters, refineries, and the like.
 
   Finding Master Seti’s establishment proved fairly easy. The man was well thought of, his work highly regarded. All the smiths knew where to find him.
 
   Sal found the wagon in its expected clutter, bedecked with half-bent horseshoes, sooty forge tongs, discarded slags, scores of dirty leather mitts, and a few finished items yet to be picked up by their new owners. But to one side he found the forge, and in much different condition. The master’s workshop, a one-walled collapsible shed, reflected the pride he took in his work. Tools not currently in use were hung neatly on pegs on the back wall. The other three sides were open to the morning air, making the forge well ventilated and easy to clean. Within the shed was the forge itself, a squat metallic bowl that reflected the nomadic nature of the rest of the village—set on an axle, wheels chocked on either side, and stabilized with loose brick. The forge was flanked by a pair of anvils and a number of barrels filled with rain or brine or oil, all well used.
 
   And there, hunkered down at the base of the forge, putting a whetstone to a newly forged scythe blade, was the young, tousle-headed granite.
 
   The mage looked to be Sal’s height and well built. Stocky, even. His shaggy straw-colored hair hung in damp mats over his face. His body was thick and glistened with perspiration, corded muscles rippling as he worked the whetstone over the wicked looking edge. All in all, he seemed the type of person that Sal didn’t want to make upset.
 
   Then he looked up.
 
   And he saw Sal.
 
   Sal was frozen in place for a moment, like a deer caught in a car’s headlights. He felt the granite’s scrutiny for a moment, then felt himself dismissed as the granite stood and turned toward the rain barrel. He dunked his head in the barrel, and whipped back out, letting the water course down his back, cutting dark trails in his leather vest. He stood there, reveling in the cooling touch of the water. Steeling his courage, Sal approached the granite.
 
   “So, you’re the one what saved me from my captors,” the mage said, his eyes still closed as Sal neared him.
 
   “Yeah,” Sal said lamely. “I owed Reit a favor, and it seemed like the thing to do and all...”
 
   Sal’s voice trailed off as the granite turned to look him squarely in the eye. Those eyes. Those cold, rock eyes. Though not necessarily malevolent, the polished rock orbs were bitter to the point of menacing. An image of the granite flashed in Sal’s mind, standing over the dusty remains of the axe guard like the Angel of Death. On the night of the SEAL team strike—it seemed like a lifetime ago—he’d met another granite mage. He’d seen neither granite very well, as both instances were in the heat of battle, so this was his first chance to actually see one up close. Now, holding that scythe blade, he really did appear to be Death in the flesh.
 
   “Keth, actually,” the mage said, correcting Sal’s unconsciously spoken thought. 
 
   Sal shivered inwardly at the granite’s voice. It was cold, like his eyes. His words were dispassionate, as if he expected to be shunned by every creature that walked, and had come to accept it.
 
   Awkwardness turned to pity for Sal, and pity to kinship. This young man was just as displaced as Sal himself was—torn from his home, his loved ones, granted new and frightening gifts. His old life destroyed in the blink of an eye. Or the touch of a Tiled Hand, rather.
 
   “I’m Sal,” he said, clearing his throat. He extended his hand to the granite mage.
 
   The mage studied the proffered hand for a moment, then took it, pumping it firmly. “I suppose I should be thankful,” he said gruffly, not exactly indicating that he was grateful in the slightest.
 
   “No sweat—err, I mean, you’re welcome,” Sal answered. “After what the Recruiters had put you through, I—”
 
   “It was their place to take me,” Keth said brusquely. “I am a mage, and a dangerous one at that. They—he—had every right to detain me for the murderer that I am. I was bein’ taken to Schel Veylin to stand for my crime. Beggin’ your pardon, but you had no right to interfere.”
 
   Sal was taken aback by the granite’s outburst. He wasn’t sure what he had expected, but he was positive that it was a little closer to gratitude than this! “No, maybe I didn’t have the right to interfere,” Sal conceded irritably, and growing more heated with each word. “But I did interfere, and so did the rest of us. We knew full well what your ‘crime’ was. Any one of us might have done the same thing in your place. It was an accident. Was it wrong? Yes. Could it have been avoided? Maybe. But we’ll never know. Only you can determine that.
 
   “Listen,” he spat. “Lord knows I don’t want to interrupt you when you got a good pissed-off going. I didn’t come here to lecture you on the ethics of what you did, and I definitely didn’t come here to be told I was wrong to risk my neck to save yours. I came to introduce myself, and welcome you to Caravan. Now that I’ve done that, I’ll say ‘see ya later’, and let you get back to your pity party. I got stuff to do anyway.”
 
   Sal turned on his heel and began to stalk off, but stopped after a pace or two and placed his hands on his hips, confused. What the heck was that? He half turned to look back at Keth and found the young granite standing there, dumbfounded. Seeing that look, Sal realized what he had said, and was struck dumb himself.
 
   The two young men looked at each other for a moment, then both started laughing. It started as a chuckle, and grew into a side-splitting guffaw. Sal clutched at his gut as he doubled over, trying vainly to catch his breath.
 
   The odd pair slowly regained their composure, and both felt better from the laugh. The tension that had been there before—Keth’s guilt, Sal’s fear of granites—was gone, at least for the most part. All that was left was an unlikely pair of young men, coming to terms with their own situations.
 
   “Pity party, huh?” Keth said with a chuckle. “A good ‘pissed-off’?”
 
   “Yeah, I know. I kinda got a way with words.”
 
   “Aye,” the granite laughed. “A strange way... but a welcome one. Everyone’s been nice and all, but when it comes to bein’ straight with me, people tend to get a wee bit skittish. I can’t for the life o’ me understand why.” The young man’s face clouded over, a hint of bitterness tainting his smile.
 
   “Let ‘em,” Sal said with a shrug. “My granny once told me that there’s only three things in life you can’t do. You can’t pass lead off as gold. You can’t live today if you’re stuck in yesterday. And you can’t make people love you. Love, trust... those are things that you have to earn, and they take time. And... well, I guess you can change lead into gold. This wacko in my world figured out how, and we—never mind. The point is, you can’t change who you were or what you’ve done, so don’t waste time worrying about it. Just make the most of who you are now, and the present will kinda cancel out the past. I mean, take Saul of Tarsus for example.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Never mind. Just trust me on this one, okay? Anyway, I gotta go. I’m gonna go nuts if I don’t do something constructive around here, no matter what Jaren says. See ya later.” With a smile, he clapped Keth on the shoulder, and turned on his heels, headed for Marissa’s shop.
 
   Had he looked behind him, he would have found the granite watching him curiously as he walked.
 
   ***
 
   From behind a mounted magnifying glass, Sal waged war against a stubborn ruby chip, trying for the thousandth time to fit it into a silver setting along the edge of a piece he was working on. The battle had been raging for well over an hour now, and so far, the gem was winning. Sal swore his frustration as the stone slipped from his pliers yet again.
 
   “What does that word mean?” Marissa asked from her workbench, absorbed in her own project.
 
   “What word?” Sal asked absently as he moved his pliers once more to the ruby chip.
 
   “The one you say when you’re frustrated. If you must keep saying it, I may as well understand you when you do.”
 
   “I shouldn’t be talking like that. My granny would have my hide if she heard me using that kind of language. Sorry,” Sal said, blushing furiously. Marissa just stared at him, waiting for him to finish explaining. “It’s a figure of speech. Not exactly a polite word. It means... what... lovers do. At night,” he finished lamely.
 
   “Enjoying yourself that much, are you?” she said, glancing mischievously over her shoulder.
 
   “Not hardly,” he muttered, then paused. “But while we’re on the subject—”
 
   “Hail, milord mage,” Jaren said cheerfully as he approached, breaking Sal’s train of thought. He grit his teeth as yet another opportunity to “discuss intentions” with Marissa slipped away. He toyed with the idea of telling Jaren to take a hike, but thought better of it. The slang term would probably be lost on the emerald anyway.
 
   “I wish you wouldn’t do that,” he said, as much in answer to Marissa’s resulting snicker as to Jaren’s greeting.
 
   “Get used to it. And a good morning to you as well, Mistress Artisan,” Jaren continued, undaunted. Marissa gave a gracious nod and returned to her work, keeping her head cocked toward the conversation as Jaren turned back to Sal. “Interesting couple of days, hasn’t it been?”
 
   “I could think of a better word to describe them,” Sal grumbled.
 
   “One not so polite?” Marissa chimed in sweetly. Sal winced at the comment.
 
   “Well, be that as it may,” Jaren said, obviously not catching the inside joke, but pressing on regardless. “Whether you can use your powers or not, you are a mage, and a most unique one at that. There is much to discuss, much to learn, and my father always told me that you must first start a project if you ever aim to complete it. Which is why I’d like to ask if you’re free tonight?”
 
   He glanced quickly at Marissa, then shrugged. He’d much rather ask Marissa to dinner again, maybe gain a mutual understanding—the kind that generally involves chocolates, suggestive winks, gossip across backyard fences—but there was something curious about Jaren’s invitation. “Sure, what’s up?”
 
   The emerald started to glance at the cloudless sky, then caught himself, shaking his head with a wry smile. “I’m having Menkal of the Sapphire Order over for dinner, as well as our young granite friend. I’d like for you to join us.”
 
   “Keth? I met him just a little while ago. Nice kid, a little strange though. Not too talkative. Got rocks in his head.”
 
   Jaren chuckled at the observation. “So I can expect you to be in attendance?”
 
   “Yeah, sure, I’ll be there.”
 
   “Excellent,” Jaren said with a hungry gleam in his eye, which gave Sal pause. He hadn’t thought much about magic since Jaren had took him through his paces that morning. If he was as unique as everyone claimed, it could be weeks—even months—before he could use magic with any proficiency, to say nothing of the years that Jaren, Menkal, and others had spent in mastery of their own, common soulgems. But seeing that hunger in Jaren’s eye stirred his soul, if ever so slightly. Perhaps he wasn’t as alone in this as he thought. 
 
   Jaren seemed to have a knack for thinking outside the box, for understanding and accepting things that tended toward the extraordinary, something that seemed to be lacking in the world he now found himself in. Or if not lacking, perhaps underdeveloped. Sal wasn’t sure how he felt about playing lab rat for his friend, but he guessed that if anyone could help him figure out how to use his own unique brand of magic, it would be the emerald.
 
   ***
 
   That same hunger was in Menkal’s eye when Sal greeted the sapphire that night. Both mages welcomed Sal warmly, and directed him to the open-walled tent that stood near Jaren’s wagon. Keth was already inside, seated near the fire pit. The elder mages—or more experienced, in any case—took their leave of Sal and Keth, ostensibly to prepare the evening repast. Sal knew better. They wanted to see how he and Keth got on, and maybe how two unique and untaught mages reacted to one another. Sal understood the logic. Jaren and Menkal, however abstract their thinking, were still biased by their experience and working knowledge of magic. Sal and Keth’s perspectives concerning magic were fresh, unbiased, and the elder mages wanted to take advantage of that.
 
   Sal sat down across the fire pit from Keth. Some of the earlier awkwardness had returned, though Sal chalked it up mostly to Keth’s brooding nature.
 
   “So their going to teach us how to shape the world to our whim, eh?” Keth said lightly, his eyes still trained on the fire pit.
 
   Sal could hardly miss the granite’s wry tone of voice, and answered with a smirk of his own. “That’s the plan, Stan.”
 
   “Stan?”
 
   “Never mind.”
 
   Sal noted that Keth spoke with the woodsy accent not all that different from the twins, possibly indicating that he was from to same corner of the world that Jaren and the twins were from, if not necessarily the same country. He hadn’t noticed the accent before—he’d have sworn it was Scottish, had he been back home—but Sal clearly heard a keen intelligence, possibly a formal education hidden within the drawl. Well, what education was allowed the general population, anyway. Either way, he was definitely not your garden variety redneck farm boy.
 
   “I saw you change, by the way,” the granite said softly. “I came to help when I saw you on the ground. Your eye—” he glanced at Sal for the first time, then returned his attention to the fire “—it hardened. It took on an aura I’d never seen before, sorta white streaked through with colors. It was actually fairly interesting to watch.”
 
   “I’m sure it was,” said Sal, his mouth going dry. He’d never stopped to consider what had happened to his eye that day. He could only imagine what a sight it must have been, to watch living flesh petrifying while you watched...
 
   He cleared his throat. “About the guard... thanks, if I didn’t mention it before.”
 
   Keth only shrugged. “It had to be done. I could hardly let him murder a man who’d stuck out his neck for me—a total stranger. Not enough of that kind left in the world as it is.” The granite looked askance at Sal and winked. “Besides, it’s not as if I could get in any worse trouble.”
 
   Sal chuckled. “You don’t exactly share the average granite’s value of life.”
 
   “Aye, but I’m not exactly your average granite. Seriously though, my thanks for the kind word this morn. It was... useful.”
 
   “I see that you two are well met,” came Jaren’s voice as he returned with a basket of cold meats and cheeses, followed by Menkal with an armful of mugs and some bread. “And though our cooking leaves something to be desired, I hope master Keth shall accept us as readily.” Jaren offered the granite a cheery nod, who received it pleasantly, if somewhat reserved.
 
   The basket made its first circuit around the fire as everyone took a few hunks of food. Sal watched as Keth combined his rations into a sandwich, and he was reminded of the tendency granites have toward practicality.
 
   “My Da is a farmer,” Keth said as if reading Sal’s mind. Jaren’s and Menkal’s as well, by their expressions. “That means making as little work for yourself as possible, in order to finish whatever else needs doing as well.”
 
   “I’ve always thought so myself,” Jaren responded. “Which is actually the reason I invited you both here tonight. You, Keth, are of a magical Tile that is extremely reclusive. As Sal alluded a moment ago, granites are not normally a very social group. Thus, the knowledge we have of how granite magic works is scant, to say the least. In trying to help you develop your skills, we hope to change that.”
 
   “Why?” Keth said neutrally, though clearly interested.
 
   “Magic changes all of us, but most dramatically those who are attuned to Granite,” Jaren explained. “When a mage ascends, his eyes are imbued with the characteristics of the soulgem. They receive a secondary form of sight, a magical one that is specific to their soulgem. This generally does not replace primary sight. Since most soulgems are translucent, a dual-sighted mage can still see normally, though his primary vision is tinted the color of his gemstone. 
 
   “Granite, however, is not translucent. Light cannot pierce it. Thus, when a granite mage ascends, he loses his primary sight altogether, leaving him fully dependent on his magical substitute. We believe that this conditions the mage to think that instead of supplementing his way of life, the magic actually supplants it.”
 
   “For us hicks, that means that we see magic as a tool for be used, where granites might see it as a handicap to overcome,” Menkal drawled.
 
   “Precisely,” Jaren said enthusiastically. “It is our hope that by working with you, we may be able to better understand granites and help them to see that they are not alone in their struggles with the magic, and that they, in fact, rule their power, not the other way around.”
 
   Keth was silent for a long time, seemingly lost in the fire pit’s flame. When he spoke, his words were carefully measured. “I can remember when I was a child, my Da would camp out with me under the stars. We would pop corn in a kettle over the fire pit, and he would tell me of the days of his youth.” A single tear welled in Keth’s eye, then fell, coursing its way through a small patch of soot that he’d missed while washing for dinner. “For hours after he fell asleep, I would stare into the flames of the fire pit and dream of those days, almost seein’ the battles he fought against the Highest—on the Northern Plains, in the foothills of the Icebreaks, the Tarkesien Flats Massacre, the Battle of Blood Fields. Part of the reason I took to smithing was because the forge fire put me in mind of those nights with my Da. Now when I look at a fire, all I see are the tiny cracks forming in the wood as it is consumed by some invisible force.” He looked up, searching Jaren’s face, his voice both despondent and hopeful. “Will your studies me give me back the flames?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Jaren answered softly, sympathetic and yet driven. “But we’ll never know if we don’t try. At the very least, we may be able to help you discover talents you didn’t know you had.”
 
   Keth nodded to himself as he considered. “Let me think on it. The Highest’s offer of forced servitude sounded rather tempting.”
 
   Jaren let that pass, ceding Keth’s right to a little cynicism, then turned his attention to Sal. “You, my friend, are even more of a mystery. You are attuned to a soulgem previously unknown to the realm of magic. That makes you a very unique asset, and undoubtedly a powerful one. But that power is useless if we don’t know how to access it.”
 
   “Well, weirdo factor aside, I’ve always believed in taking advantage of an opportunity. And I think that being the only diamond mage in the world qualifies as an opportunity.”
 
   “Indeed it does,” the emerald chuckled.
 
   “Settled, then,” Menkal announced, passing his mugs around the circle. He raised his mug for a toast, urging the others to do the same.
 
   Looking in his mug, Keth hesitated. “But the mugs are empty,” he objected. Still, at Menkal’s continued insistence, Keth raised his mug as well.
 
   “Like all mages, farmers, and teenagers around the world, I’m lazy by nature,” the sapphire said proudly. “I’m not afraid of work, but if there’s an easier way to do something—and still do it right—then you can bet I’ll find it.”
 
   With that, Menkal’s eyes flashed with power, and the mugs frosted over. Sal’s head buzzed lightly in the eddy of wielded magics, and he almost dropped his mug as he watched it fill with icy water.
 
   “Here’s to finding the easy way,” Menkal saluted.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 12
 
   The dinner was a simple one, but the conversation gave it flavor. The benefits and responsibilities of magic were carefully laid out for the novices, so that not even Keth could deny that he’d been given a precious gift. He was still wary of the magic—”As right you should be,” Jaren said—but at least he came to accept it. It seemed only logical that he would never truly be at peace with his new-found abilities until he had mastered them.
 
   Sal, on the other hand, was just plain curious.
 
   So as they gathered the scraps from the meal, Menkal refilled their mugs, and the foursome got down to business.
 
   “Please bear with me,” Jaren began. “This may sound very oversimplified, but I don’t want to muddy your perceptions of magic until we have an understanding of how each of your soulgems approach mana. For us to be able to teach you how to control your magics, we need to establish a common ground. That common ground is mana itself. It is the energy that our soulgems tap into, giving us the ability to shape our world. Legend has it that our world was not always magical, that the Highest brought controlled magic into being.”
 
   Menkal snorted at this, but said nothing.
 
   “Whether the legends are true or not,” Jaren continued, “one thing is certain—somewhere down the endless corridors of time, mankind had to learn from scratch how to wield. Thus, it is possible for you to teach yourselves how to tap into your soulgems. It will be much more difficult than if you had a learned mentor of your own Tile—more dangerous, even—but it is nonetheless possible.
 
   “Alright,” the emerald continued, rubbing his hands eagerly as he got into his subject matter. “Each soulgem wields mana in a different way, from a different perspective. The special qualities of each soulgem determines that perspective. Knowing those qualities is one of the keys to unlocking your full potential.
 
   “Most often, complex ideas are used to ‘build’ a spell, so to speak. These ideas are unique to their soulgem. But as no one here has any real experience with Granite or Diamond, I’m afraid we will have to ‘fly it’.”
 
   “Umm, Jaren?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “That’s ‘wing it’.”
 
   “Quite right,” the emerald said absently.
 
   The emerald looked around the dinner fire briefly, searching for something to use as a focus. His eyes fell on the basket containing the leftover scraps of the meal. “Keth,” he said suddenly, reaching for a half-eaten roll, then tossing it to the granite. “Since we already know something of the granite’s perspective, we’ll begin with you. Tell us exactly what you did to the guard that attacked Sal.”
 
   Holding the hunk of bread up, Keth turned it, studying it. “Well,” he said, thinking aloud. “When I saw him standing over Sal, I thought only of saving Sal’s life, which to me meant that the guard had to die. It came easy to me, since I’d done it before,” he said quietly, his face shadowing at the memory. He quickly pressed on.
 
   “First, I saw the axer’s strengths and weaknesses. I saw his bones, his joints, his soft tissues. I saw the patterns that made his bones and tissues. I saw how they fit together. Sort of my stock in trade I guess, being a blacksmith,” he commented offhandedly. As the granite talked, the bread faded from golden brown to grey. “I willed those patterns to break down, to snap apart. I made his soft, springy flesh turn hard, and his bones brittle. And then...” He crushed the petrified bread easily in his hand, dust falling from between his fingers.
 
   Jaren nodded thoughtfully to himself, carefully analyzing the exhibition of granite magic. One could almost see him turning the experiment over and over in his mind. Menkal, wanting another example to work with, handed Keth another piece of bread. “Try this... make the bread hard, but strong.”
 
   Keth’s brows furrowed as he turned his gaze upon his new target, trying to think along new lines. Everyone was silent as they waited patiently on the granite. A moment later, he gave a satisfied smile and tossed the hunk to Menkal. It sounded loudly as it slapped into the sapphire’s palm. The mage held the hunk of bread up close to his eyes, examining it thoughtfully.
 
   Curious, Sal snatched the bread from Menkal, and immediately became a believer. The former bread was as hard as a rock!
 
   Possibilities ran wild in his head as he caught on to the concept. These possibilities birthed new ideas, each beating one against the other chaotically, struggling for attention. So many questions... Sal screwed his eyes shut and forced a long, calming breath, and slowly he brought things back into focus. Aloud but to himself, he counted off on his fingers what he’d been told about the Granite, plugging them into his mental equation one by one.
 
   “Granite sees strength and weakness. Granite is the embodiment of Matter. If Granite is the embodiment of Matter, then Granite must have access to all matter. If Granite has access to all matter, then it can manipulate one form of matter into another at an atomic level. If Granite can manipulate matter at the atomic level, it can give properties to a target that the target did not originally have, hence rock-hard or powdered bread.”
 
   He paused for breath as he fit the pieces together. Finally, he whispered, “Alchemy.”
 
   “Al’kemy?” Jaren asked, turning the unfamiliar word over in his mouth, but Sal didn’t hear him. The gears in his head were grinding too hard and fast to hear anything but his own racing thoughts.
 
   His eyes had fallen to his moccasins as he was thinking. Now, an idea bubbled to the surface. But he had to be sure of something first. Asking Menkal for his whittling knife, Sal held it out before him, and tossed the hardened bread to Keth. “Trust me,” Sal said as Keth looked sideways at him. “I have an idea. And if this works, you just might have yourself a new trade.
 
   “First, let’s start with something easy. Look at the knife. Study it. Don’t just see its strength. See what it’s made up of—the ‘patterns’ you were talking about. Then look at the bread and make those patterns identical.”
 
   A faint flicker of understanding began to dawn on Jaren and Menkal’s faces as he laid his idea out, but Keth was still lost. Uncertain, the granite did as he was told. Sal watch in awe as the bread took on a metallic gleam.
 
   Keth’s eyes went wide as the once-bread went cold in his hand. “Blessed Crafter!” he breathed, dropping the steely hunk in surprise.
 
   His suspicions confirmed, Sal just grinned. When he spoke, he couldn’t keep the excitement out of his voice. “Hold on a second, me bucko, we ain’t done yet.” Stripping off his boot, he handed it to Keth. “We’re gonna do almost the same thing with this doeskin, but not quite. I want you to make these patterns similar to the steel patterns, but I want it to stay doeskin, see? Look at the patterns in the leather, and kinda tighten them up. Make the leather strong, but keep it flexible.”
 
   The granite frowned, more than a little confused at how he would actually do this. He stared long and hard at the boot, concentrating on what he saw there. Moments passed, then Sal felt the buzzing of mana being wielded, softly at first, then growing stronger as Keth grew more confident. Finally, he handed the boot back to Sal, unsure if he’d even completed his task. “What do you have in mind?” he asked.
 
   Foregoing an immediate answer, Sal plunged the razor-sharp knife into the moccasin. Or rather, he tried to.
 
   Just as he suspected, the leather, though pliable as ever, remained unmarred by the knife. Try as he might, he could not pierce the soft doeskin.
 
   Jaren and Keth both looked on in wonder. Menkal, however, glowered, muttering something about a sandy-haired sissy, and he snatched both knife and boot, prepared to defend the blade’s honor. Again and again, the sapphire relentlessly drove the knife into the boot, making as little headway as Sal had. Unwilling to admit defeat, he pulled on the end of the boot with one hand, and pushed on the knife with the other.
 
   The sapphire strained until his face turned beet red beneath his white beard, but was unable to punch more than a pinprick in the soft leather. Ungraciously, Menkal threw the boot at Sal’s feet, his lungs heaving.
 
   “Gentlemen,” Sal said, cheerfully fingering the meager rip in the doeskin, “I believe we’ve just invented Kevlar.”
 
   ***
 
   They spent much of the evening exploring new ideas, most of them supplied by Sal. Jaren was absolutely elated. Truly, Keth’s only limit was his imagination which, having been raised a farmer and apprenticed a blacksmith, was somewhat more lacking than normal. Life had taught him little beyond the hog pen and the hammer. Still, it was a start. He was a smart boy. He caught on quick.
 
   Reluctant as he was to do so, Jaren had to call an end to Keth’s portion of the lesson. The evening was drawing on, the moon was high in the sky, and the village was silent, save for them.
 
   The granite had no objections. He was absolutely drained from the magic and the stretching of his imagination. But he was pleased. Jaren saw a vitality, an excitement, in Keth’s body that matched his own. Deciding that a night’s rest would be welcome, Keth departed, vowing to return after his smithing duties the following afternoon.
 
   As Keth left, Sal made to follow. “Game called on account of extensive delay,” he muttered sleepily.
 
   “I’ll make no attempt to understand that one,” Jaren said, “but if it means that you’re done for the night, I won’t accept it. There’s too much left to do yet. We should at least start you on the path to discovering your abilities.”
 
   Sal groaned, then nodded and sat down. “Sooner started, sooner done.”
 
   Jaren sighed inwardly as Sal retook his spot near the fire. The night was indeed growing long, and his eyes heavy, but he just couldn’t bring himself to dismiss his otherworldly friend. If he could spend half the night trying to guide a granite—a granite!—through the first steps of arcane enlightenment, he could do no less for Sal. And the thought of working with an entirely new soulgem was more than incentive enough to renew his passion for the night’s exploration. Touching Emerald, he wielded, and the essence of Life flooded his being. At once, he felt refreshed. His swimming vision steadied, and tired muscles stopped their complaining. But Jaren knew the spell was short term. In a matter of hours it would wear off, and his fatigue would return with a vengeance. He would have to do this quickly. Turning, he looked to Menkal, silently begging the sapphire to stay.
 
   “I’m an old man,” the sapphire drawled, sitting back down with a shrug. “I’ll sleep when I’m dead. Besides, I’d love to find out where Sal comes up with these ideas of his. That was quite an impressive display of deductive reasoning.”
 
   “What? Keth?”
 
   “Yeah. No telling how long it would’ve taken me and Jaren to reach the conclusions you did in such a short time.”
 
   “Well, I’ve always been good at Geometry. Geometry? You know, the study of lines and angles, and how to define shapes as being similar? No? Geez, you people are backward.”
 
   “Tell me about it, this ‘geometry’,” Jaren said, stroking the midnight stubble on his chin curiously.
 
   Sal scanned the campsite for something he could use as an example, and his eyes settled on the rocks ringing the fire pit. He pointed to three similar sized rocks in rapid succession. “This one’s A, that’s B, and that’s C. If A is the same as B, and A is the same as C, then we can assume that B is the same as C. That’s Geometry. It was one of my favorite classes in school, because my mind naturally works along those lines. Especially tonight. I’ve been so involved with shol’tuk for the past few weeks that I’ve been thinking more outside the box than normal.”
 
   “I’m not sure I follow you,” the old man said, his bushy white eyebrows knotting together. “How is shol’tuk like this ‘geometry’?”
 
   “Well, it’s not, really, but the principle kinda relates. It’s basically a study in abstract logic. Although Geometry is technically a form of mathematics, you don’t need precise numbers to reach a viable conclusion. Similarly, shol’tuk is basically the art of improvisation—reaching the conclusion without directly considering the specifics that will get you there. You learn the moves, condition your body, stuff like that, but the art is not in the moves; it’s in how you apply them. You see yourself blocking this punch, dodging that kick, sweeping that leg, and it’s like shol’tuk just kinda takes over. You don’t think so much of how you’re going to do something. You just do it. I don’t know how to explain it better than that.”
 
   “An interesting thought, Sal,” Jaren conceded. “Since we don’t know how a potential mage aligns with one particular soulgem or another, it’s entirely plausible that your flexibility of thought led you to be tied to Diamond, the same way Keth’s practicality seems to have preceded his ascent to Granite. But what do you suppose that would mean for the way your soulgem wields magic?”
 
   Sal took a deep breath, steeling himself. Jaren knew Sal had been hoping to rely on the conjecture and experience of other mages, but they knew little more than he did. That being the case, no observation could be considered irrelevant, no matter how petty it might seem. Furrowing his brows, Sal spoke uncertainly. “Well, the only thing that really stands out to me is how my soulgem looks.”
 
   A slow smile spread across Jaren’s face, but he said nothing. But Menkal betrayed no emotion whatsoever, studying Sal intensely. “What do you mean exactly?” the grandfatherly sapphire drawled. “Let’s see that knack for deductive reasoning again. Talk it out for us, the way you did with Keth and his granite magic. Let’s see where it goes.”
 
   “Okay, this may be kinda lowbrow, but it’s all I got. See, Ruby is red, and its element is Fire. Sapphire is blue, and it uses Water. The other soulgems are the same. The colors, not just the soulgems themselves, they seem to be tied to the element they represent.” Sal continued to speak, his eyes unfocused. Jaren couldn’t tell if that meant he was giving intense thought to what he was saying, or as little thought as possible in the hopes that he might avoid his own preconceptions coloring his logic.
 
   That was seemed to be his way, anyway. He was an absolute marvel to behold—presented with a problem, Sal would start by connecting the dots then turn his mind loose. Or his mouth. His reasoning often ran in improbable directions, taking odd tangents, making preposterous leaps of faith, but more often than not it carried him to an incredibly insightful solution. He’d never been able to tell exactly how he reached his conclusion, of course, never be able to “show his work” as he called it, but at least he’d have an answer. Jaren hoped it would be like that now. His smile widened, but he dared not say a word. Sal was “on a roll”, as he put it, and Jaren did not want to risk breaking his chain of thought.
 
   “When I first saw my soulgem in the mirror, it looked like crystal, all smooth and clear. But when the light shone on it a certain way, it refracted that light the way a diamond does. I could see reds, blues, greens, purples, all the colors of the rainbow. Now, if the colors of the soulgem are tied to their respective element, then it stands to reason that—” His voice cut off abruptly, and took on a breathless quality. “Oh my God,” he he choked out. Is it possible? Can that really be what Diamond can do?”
 
   He looked incredulously at the two elder mages. Jaren fidgeted in nervous anticipation, waiting on Sal to finish the thought on his own. Menkal, implacably calm, simply waited, placing a hand on Jaren’s shoulder as if preventing him from taking off in excitement. Just as well that the sapphire did—Jaren on that very edge. Come on, Sal. You’re almost there.
 
   Menkal held Jaren’s shoulder a moment longer, then clapped it once when it became clear that Sal was too dumbstruck to finish the thought. “Okay, Green, you can let the kid off the hook now.” Jaren shot the sapphire a reluctant look of thanks.
 
   “Nice use of earth slang,” Sal commented blandly.
 
   “Hey, if it’s about fishing, I’ll probably know it regardless of what world it comes from.”
 
   “Anyway, we suspected that you can touch more than one soulgem,” Jaren broke in, refocusing the conversation, “but your reasoning helps to confirm our own. You see, we see a side of you that you do not see. In our secondary vision, we see auras the color of the soulgem they are aligned with—green for Emerald, red for Ruby, and so on. But when we look at yours, we see a white aura shot through with the colors of all the other elements. It looks quite like an opal, or mother-of-pearl. For some reason, we do not see brown in your aura, or black, the colors of Granite and Obsidian, so apparently you cannot touch the elements ruled by those two soulgems. But we do see yellow, which is not a color represented by any soulgem, or at least, one known to us yet. It’s all so very strange.”
 
   “So how does this help you understand how I wield?” 
 
   “Well, that’s just it,” Menkal said, finally speaking up. “We don’t really know. Diamond being a brand new soulgem and all, we don’t have a whole lot to go on. We can teach you the basics alright, and even give you a few hints on how your soulgem might relate to others or maybe the kind of abilities you might have access to, but as far as actually wielding your prismatic form of magic? I’m afraid you’re about four thousand years behind the curve. You’re gonna have to start from scratch, like our forebears did.”
 
   The faintest murmur of revelation tickled the back of Jaren’s mind. “The Tiled Hand,” he muttered quietly.
 
   “Huh?” Sal said, confused. “It didn’t work.”
 
   “Of course not. You’re a diamond.” Jaren stood and began to pace, speaking aloud as he thought things through. “Now, normally, a mage can sense magic in all its forms, regardless of the element being wielded, but the pre-ascendant mage can sense nothing but his own soulgem—which is of little consequence because as soon as he touches the soulgem, he ascends. In your case, you were sensitive to four of the six soulgems, and yet you did not ascend, not until you touched a diamond, which was previously not a soulgem. At least, not that we’re aware of.” He fell silent as he slipped deeper in thought, his frustration growing with each step. The answer was there, somewhere. He was so close to it, he could feel the answer on the tip of his tongue trying to wiggle free. It was infuriating.
 
   Menkal was just the opposite. He said nothing, offered nothing, instead retrieving his knife and a previously unfinished piece of wood. Jaren felt the faintest twinge of irritation at his friend, who seemed perfectly content to whittle the night away while Jaren worried the problem to death like a loose tooth. But Jaren knew better. The old sapphire was a Bastionite born and raised, a true scholar who knew the value of a good catalyst. And it was a role he excelled at. The old man would act like he had not a care in the world, and then throw out a certain question that would cause all the answers to fall into place. As was the case just then. His knife paused in mid-cut, just long enough to play his part. “Why do you figure Sal had a reaction to four of the soulgems, but didn’t ascend?”
 
   It was an obvious question, one that he himself had asked and re-asked, to no avail. That night had been at the very forefront of his thoughts, but something about the way the old sapphire worded his question, or the timing of it, hit Jaren square in the gut.
 
   “A diamond is a natural prism, shattering light into its base colors,” the emerald breathed this old recurring theme as if it were a new revelation. And indeed, it was! “Brown, though technically a color, is not produced by light passing through a prism. And black really isn’t a color at all. Rather, it is the complete absence of light, and therefore, color. But red, green, blue, violet—all these colors are represented by a soulgem.”
 
   “And I was sensitive to those same soulgems when I should’ve only been sensitive to Diamond,” Sal said, catching on. Menkal just whittled on, though Jaren noticed that his knife moved a bit unsteadily, as if the old mage had lost interest and was only performing the action by rote.
 
   Turning to Sal, Jaren saw his adrenaline levels spiking, his blood racing, his entire body poised to leap. But it was a mental leap, rather than physical, that Sal was taking, his voice providing a perfect counterpoint to his visibly quickening pulse. “If those four colors are all part of the same beam of light, shot through a prism, maybe their soulgems are all part of Diamond in the same way. And if that’s the case...” His voice trailed off as he looked around for something to experiment with.
 
   Slowly, his hand visibly shaking, Sal picking up the mug that lay at his side. Menkal spoke, his whittling forgotten, and all trace of his lazy drawl vanishing in a moment of intensity. “See the peace of the cup, how the vessel itself rests undisturbed. Feel the motion of the air, the eddies, the elemental droplets of water that fill the void around us, around the cup. Gather that water. Directing it into the mug, stilling its motion and granting it the peace of the cup.”
 
   Jaren watched in awe as water, lightly green-tinged in his sight, bubbled slowly to the rim of the mug. But he watched only for a moment, his attention ripped away by a ripple of blue-tinted magics.
 
   He looked up, and even in the taint of Jaren’s emerald sight, there was no mistaking the brilliant blue sapphire, conspicuously occupying the orbit where just a moment before there sat a diamond.
 
   ***
 
   The lessons continued for another hour or so, pausing only once, just after Sal had filled that first cup. Jaren wasn’t the only one caught off guard when the diamond eye had suddenly went blue. But after much discussion—mana shifts, Runic Theory, and a bunch of other crap that Sal didn’t understand—they determined that it was normal, depending on which soulgem Sal was touching at the time. And sure enough, his eye went green the first time he wielded emerald magic. But always, when he released the magic, his eye returned to its original clarity, and his aura resumed its opalescent glow. He still had yet to learn how to use his magical vision with either Emerald or Sapphire, to say nothing of wielding either Ruby or Amethyst, but overall, he believed that he’d had a very productive night.
 
   Now, weaving his way through the meandering, night-dimmed streets of Caravan, he found himself laughing at the understatement. Productive night?!? In one evening, he’d gone from a displaced soldier trying to make his way in a strange, new world to a mage, a power in his own right. But not just any mage. Sal was apparently the most unique mage on the planet—save for the Highest himself—and able to wield the powers of more than one soulgem. Productive night? Yeah, he thought so. So productive, in fact, that he’d agreed to Jaren’s suggestion of taking a few days off to concentrate solely on his magic. No shol’tuk, no gemsmithing, nothing. Granted, Marissa would be disappointed—Sal could tell he’d grown on her—but it would be worth it, if only to develop a keener sense of where he was in the realms of magic, and how he could use it to the fullest extent of his ability.
 
   Which was just fine with him. For a man who’d never been exposed to such things, magic was turning out to be quite addictive. Now that he could actually feel the magic—or mana, as Jaren called it—coursing through his veins, he found himself wanting to use it at every possible opportunity, to look for opportunities to use it, even if it wasn’t truly necessary. With so many ideas banging around in his head, it was hard for him to contain himself. But Jaren had been quick to warn him before he left. “Sometimes a little knowledge without understanding is more dangerous than no knowledge at all.”
 
   The emerald was absolutely right, too. For all that he’d learned, Sal really had no clue what he was doing yet. And he was a firm believer in knowing exactly what he was doing before he did it. “An ounce of prevention”, and all that jazz.
 
   It was a lesson he’d learned almost twenty years before, when his tae kwon do instructor took Sal’s white belt and presented him with the yellow. It had been a big deal to Sal, not even ten years old yet, and he couldn’t help but feel a little smug. Master Holland took care of that, though. “Congratulations, Jimmy,” he’d said. “You now know just enough to get your butt whipped.” As it turned out, he was right. A week later, Sal picked a fight with the wrong bully and got his smug little butt spanked good. That little stunt cost him a black eye, part of a tooth, and about a week’s worth of humiliation, until some other unfortunate soul caught the bully’s attention. It was a hard lesson for Sal, but one he learned well, and he rarely made the same mistake twice.
 
   That didn’t stop him from grinning, though. Inexperienced, yes, but he was a mage!
 
   He walked on into the night, the moon having already begun its descent. Not that he noticed. He saw the path through the sleeping village just as clear as daylight.
 
   ***
 
   Keth watched as dust motes swirled around in the palm of his hand like a miniature tornado. In seconds, the vortex coalesced, the motes binding together to form a sphere. He solidified the sphere, hardened it, and set it aside. He counted eight of them on the ground next to his pallet, each one of them more perfect than the last. The magic was coming faster to Keth with each use. No doubt, soon his wielding would be instantaneous.
 
   He looked up at a sound, and saw that newly-ascendant young man walking past.
 
   Sal. There was no mistaking him. He was the only mage in the village with a single glowing gemstone eye. Not to mention the eye’s dim whitish rainbow aura, so different from that of any other soulgem.
 
   Keth had never felt himself to be in anyone’s debt, and here he was, indebted to a stranger twice over—first, for playing part in his rescue, and then for his fresh perspective on magic, a perspective that even the most scholarly mages in Caravan respected. Had it not been for the young soldier, Keth might never have gained control over his magic. Even now it was all new to him, but thanks to Sal, he was at least headed in the right direction. He was a veritable repository of unconventional ideas.
 
   Keth was by no means slow, but he had always been content with the ordinary, the normal. Mastery over his magic would demand a level of imagination that he would never have attained without Sal’s help. He’d showed Keth ways to broaden his imagination—to “think outside the box,” as Sal had put it, though the once-blacksmith failed to see what boxes had to do with anything.
 
   Looking down at the globes next to him, Keth chuckled a bit. Sal hadn’t liked every idea of his. He’d almost choked when Keth presented the idea of the spheres. He said that it was a good idea, but it sounded to Keth like empty encouragement. Reluctant, in fact, as if the idea frightened Sal.
 
   Odd, really, for the spheres seemed a perfect weapon. Small, light-weight, responding to Keth’s every command. Blessed Crafter, he could probably make them fly through the air if he really wanted.
 
   Sal passed from view, no doubt headed for his tent—it was getting rather late, as the empty streets attested to. Alone again in the night, Keth settled back on his pallet, content for the first time in months. What he’d once thought a curse might yet prove... useful. He stopped short of the term “blessing”. At least, Sal seemed to think that the magic would be useful. Keth hoped that the lessons tonight had proven as useful to his new friend as they had him.
 
   Holding out his hand, Keth made one more sphere before laying back on his pallet and drifting to sleep. As consciousness slowly slipped from him, he wondered idly if that sphere was a diamond. He had never seen a real diamond before, nothing but Sal’s magical eye, so he had no basis for comparison. It might well have been, for all that he could tell transparency from opacity. He just knew that the sphere wasn’t steel, like the knife had been, like the bread had become.
 
   Sleepily, he hoped that the sphere was a diamond. A fitting tribute to the man who had helped him come up with the idea in the first place.
 
   ***
 
   Jaren stood on his wagon stoop, long after watching Sal vanish into the vitality of the village and the forest surrounding it. Tonight had been a smashing success. The emerald knew he should be turning cartwheels at the accomplishments of the evening. So why was he uneasy?
 
   “Oh, snap out of it,” Menkal said testily, turning his project this way and that as the wood shavings flew.
 
   “My apologies, Blue,” he said fondly. “It’s just that I was doing some research the other night, and I—”
 
   “‘Prism of Light, One from Five’,” the sapphire interrupted, summing up Jaren’s entire thought. “I was thinking about that myself. I just have a better khal’cek face than you do,” Menkal said with a wink.
 
   “What do you think it means? Is Sal the Prism? I’m sure he is, but I can’t see how. Something’s not right. The prophecy says something about Shadow, and Five, and... ahhh, I don’t know where to start,” Jaren groaned, holding his head.
 
   Menkal closed his eyes in thought, then recited:
 
    
 
   “Up from death, hope comes alive
 
   Prism of Light, One from Five
 
   Four embrace, One defies
 
   One remains unrealized
 
   Shadow’s hunger and Prism’s gleam
 
   Power before untold
 
   Destruction and Redemption are of the past
 
   The future’s course they hold”
 
    
 
   “Tile five, sonnet eight,” said Jaren, quoting the passage’s placement in the Prismatic Prophecies. After spending the better part of a night looking for that one verse, he thought it prudent to know where to find it again. “Blessed Crafter, I feel like a first year academic, seeing prophecy fulfilling itself in every falling Ivytree leaf.”
 
   “Your question?” the sapphire prompted, flicking another wood curl to the ground.
 
   “More than one, I’m afraid,” Jaren replied ruefully. “If he’s the ‘one from five,’ what is his fifth part? He can touch Sapphire and Emerald, and assumedly Ruby and Amethyst, since he’s sensitive to those Tiles on the Hand, so we have the four that embrace. We can further assume that Obsidian, the soulgem of Darkness, is the one that defies, as Sal’s power has something to do with light. So is Granite the one that remains unrealized? And if so, how can it be one of the five if Sal can’t sense it? I mean, what does ‘unrealized’ mean, anyway? Does it have anything to do with the flashes of yellow in his aura?”
 
   “I know, I know,” Menkal interjected, having waited long enough for Jaren to slow down. “And why is Granite not transparent like the other four? And Granite is a rock, not even a true gem, so how does it have soulgem properties? Prophet’s sake, Green, these are all very good questions, but they were also very good questions three thousand years ago when the Archivists first received the Prophecies,” the elder mage rebuked gently. “You’re not going to solve that puzzle so quickly.”
 
   “You’re right,” Jaren said with a sigh. “But things are finally coming together, it seems. With agonizing slowness, to be sure, but they are coming together. Given the nature of the Prophecies, we need as much of as head start as the Crafter will allow.”
 
   Menkal just nodded, and intently flicked away another wood curl. “Patience, milord emerald. I didn’t get this old by trying to out-think the Crafter. Continue to ask the question, of course, but don’t be discouraged when the answer doesn’t present itself immediately. The Crafter will execute His will in His good time, and giving yourself an ulcer won’t hurry Him along one bit.”
 
   ***
 
   “Patience, centurion,” the obsidian mage cooed, his baritone rumbling softly throughout the audience chamber. “I will execute my will in good time.”
 
   “But, Highest,” the granite mage pled. “The emerald Laryn is getting farther away with every passing moment. If we don—”
 
   The granite’s words cut off in his throat as his lungs froze in this chest. His mouth worked, trying desperately to draw breath. He dropped to one knee, silently screaming his terror, then capsized. The Highest watched in mild amusement as the gloss of the granite’s polished rock orbs began to dull. Only a few more seconds would have been necessary to snuff the mage’s life.
 
   The Highest waited a moment longer, then released his hold on the shadows within the granite’s lungs, allowing life-giving air to flood into the centurion. The obsidian mage strolled leisurely over to where the granite guard lay gasping.
 
   “I thank you for your concern for palace security, but you can rest assured that the emerald’s escape was incidental. In fact, one might consider it necessary.”
 
   He turned on his heels and walked back over to the heavily draped windows, which would soon be closed against the harsh light of day, and he pondered the situation at hand. The emerald mage had been imprisoned in the palace for a long time before he’d managed to escape. Indeed, the obsidian had begun to despair that the mage Laryn had given up trying after he’d been broken. He’d even gone so far as to order the emerald’s restraints to be limited to hands and feet, removing the head restraint and the hood. Finally—thankfully—desperation and guilt drove the emerald to whither his own hands, snapping them off at the wrists, and thereby freeing himself in the hopes of reaching the rebels before the Earthen Ranks. But even now, the army of mages and soldiers, all loyal to the point of fanaticism, were moving into position. The wounded emerald would reach the rebels in time to die with them.
 
   Surprisingly, it saddened the Highest that he would again stand unopposed. For almost five thousand years he’d ruled the civilized world, defeated as many rebellions. But this one band of rebels, led by the crown prince of Aitaxen, had been a most worthy foe, the last remaining general of the strongest uprising in a millennium. This el’Yatza—”Hand of the Crafter, indeed,” he scoffed—had caused him to think and plan ahead, even to the point of sparing the prince’s life rather than make him yet another martyr to their precious Cause. But now, all the pieces were in place. Following this attack, the Resistance would likely feel the need to fortify their position somewhere, which would mean conquering one of his cities. All to his good, of course, as it would make their inevitable defeat that much more public, striking fearful reverence in the hearts of the populace, and once more cementing him as the undisputed ruler of the mainland.
 
   A pity, really. This was the most fun he’d had in ages.
 
   A soft scraping from behind him brought the insubordinate granite back to mind. “You may leave, centurion,” he said without turning around. “And consider yourself lucky to remain in my service.”
 
   Staggering footsteps beating a rapid retreat told the Highest that the granite considered himself precisely that.
 
   Just a few more hours, a few more days, and it will be all over, the immortal mage thought to himself. Perhaps his Ranks would even recapture the visitor “from another world”, as the centurion had called him.
 
   Such a strange one, that man. And where he was found, half blind and near death, was nothing short of incredible. How could a mere mundane—and grievously wounded at that—have gained entry to the Granite Spire, a place guarded by enchantments more deadly than even those guarding the Archive in Bastion? The mage’s eyes glittered darkly. If he ever discovered the incompetent fool that placed the stranger in the Schel Veylin prison, rather than a palace cell...
 
   Well, no matter, he thought. I’ll have him soon enough.
 
   But just to be sure, he made a mental note to “inspire” his Earthen Ranks to be mindful of any blonde-haired men in the rebel camp. The public execution of that insubordinate centurion would probably be inspiration enough.
 
   “Two for the price of one,” he said with a chuckle.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 13
 
   Jaren stood on the front stoop of his wagon, drinking a hot cup of blackbrew and soaking in the mid-morning sun. New life flooded his body as the sunlight pierced his emerald eyes. It invigorated him, and he felt ready to take on the day. He had bacon and a couple of eggs, freshly scrambled with butter and spices, in the hanging oven with its tripod where it was swung to the side of the campfire and waiting on him, but he chose first to feed magically. The “refreshing” that sunlight afforded Emerald would fade from his body in a few hours, so it was a poor substitute for actual food—except in regards to that sludge they served in Schel Veylin prison—but it was an absolutely marvelous way to wake up!
 
   From his vantage point, he caught sight of his two pupils trudging through the streets of Caravan, leaving their morning shol’tuk exercises on the village green, headed toward their other apprenticeships. Both held themselves a little higher than they had when they first arrived, a little straighter, and rightly so. They were both entering a new realm of being, as two very unique and powerful mages.
 
   Sal had taken to magic much more quickly than Jaren could have ever dreamed. The emerald had numerous doubts at first, many of which stemmed from their earlier “discussion” that outlined the differences between magic and mysticism. The young man had so many misgivings and misconceptions about magic that Jaren despaired of ever teaching him anything. But since his ascension, Sal had actually proven himself to be an apt pupil, finding new and intriguing ways to utilize mana. Granted, he could still only touch the emerald and sapphire soulgems, but the others would come in time. Senosh and Delana had been unfortunately occupied for the past few days, scouting out new territories for Caravan to move to, or they would have undoubtedly led the young mage to Ruby and Amethyst, but that was of little consequence. Two soulgems were enough for now. The emerald chuckled at the irony. Sal had done more in a week than any Head of Order could achieve in a lifetime, and Jaren was still pushing the young man forward. Actually, the emerald couldn’t have been more pleased. He had a most unique student in Sal, with fresh—and sometimes odd—perceptions of the world and of magic. Sal, with his shol’tuk slant on magic, turned out to be teaching Jaren as often as he was learning!
 
   This morning, Sal would go back to working with Marissa, though Jaren would have liked to have had more time. But it was just as well. Sal needed something to keep him occupied, something to give him the occasional break from magic, though apprenticing to an Artisan was hardly a break from magic. And Sal’s employer, with her auburn curls and penchant for green velvet, seemed to be quite an enchantress in her own right.
 
   Be that as it may, the emerald thought with a chuckle and a sip of his blackbrew. He preferred women of a more trim, healthy nature. They tended to be more… vibrant. Sadly, such women often expected the same exuberance out of him, where his experience with romance had always been more academic. He definitely needed to work on that.
 
   Keth had taken to magic as well, though not as readily. The young granite had as many misgivings about magic as Sal had, and more. The weight of his supposed crime seemed to hang on him like a millstone, dragging every victory through the quagmire of his guilt. Unfortunate as the event was, it infuriated Jaren to no end that it should maintain a strangle hold on Keth. The boy had such potential! What a pity that he allowed himself to be fettered by things that were entirely out of his control. Sure, the granite was learning to deal with his “crime”, to even accept the death of the recruiter as an accident, but it still slowed him down tremendously, almost as if the recruiter hadn’t been the only one he’d killed. Jaren really felt for the boy.
 
   The morning after he’d taken his first controlled steps down the road to mastering his magic, Keth had sought out Retzu’s services, thanks to Sal’s glowing endorsement. Jaren wasn’t sure he approved of the idea. True, a formal training in the art of shol’tuk might benefit Keth’s insight and control over magic as it seemed to have Sal’s, but Jaren had his qualms. As much death as the boy had seen already, the last thing the emerald wanted to do was place him in the position to learn new and more inventive ways to kill. He was afraid that it would put the boy in such a funk that he’d never come out of. Or worse, it might harden Keth into a more closed person than he already was. If the mages of Caravan were to ever learn anything of how granite magic works—how the granite mind works—Jaren needed Keth as open as possible.
 
   On the other hand, Keth could certainly use the friends. He was closed enough as it was. The shared lessons with Retzu and Sal could prove to weaken some of the walls that the boy had laid up around himself. From what Retzu had told him, Jaren gathered that the granite was a prodigy. In the two days since he first approached the assassin for training, he’d received his leather hilt, and was well on his way to gaining the doeskin. Retzu jokingly suggested that the boy would be a silk by Summerheight. Keth just seemed to have a knack for visualizing the goal, rather than the steps in achieving that goal, which was a critical teaching of shol’tuk. And a teaching that ran absolutely contrary to Mana Theory as it was understood the world over. But Jaren couldn’t argue with results. His recent lessons with Keth had been nothing short of extraordinary. Perhaps his tutelage under Retzu wasn’t such a bad thing after all. But Jaren didn’t have to like it.
 
   Watching the two young mages walk their separate paths—one to the forge, one to the workbench—Jaren marveled again at how far they had come in such a short time. Sighing, he breathed in the vapors of his blackbrew, reveling in the bite of the aroma. They had come so far, and he couldn’t help but wonder how far they would yet go before they were done. With their unique talents, their unique points of view, the sky was truly the limit.
 
   He chuckled at his use of one of Sal’s odd—but catchy—phrases as he took another sip of the warm, slightly bitter liquid. Unique point of view, indeed.
 
   ***
 
   “I just don’t get it,” Sal said, tossing the diamond ring to the workbench in disgust. “I don’t know what the deal is. I’ve done everything I know to do, and it still won’t work.”
 
   Marissa sighed as Sal slumped back onto his stool, pitying him. That made him angrier still. He didn’t want her pity. He didn’t want her sympathy. He just wanted that dang spell to work.
 
   For the life of him, he couldn’t figure out what he was doing wrong. The diamond was perfectly fitted into its setting. The runes for healing were flawlessly inscribed into the silver band. The stone itself pulsed with untapped magic. And yet the ring would not activate.
 
   “You’ve only recently ascended,” Marissa reminded patiently, picking up the ring. “If you, the world’s only diamond mage, don’t even know what a diamond is capable of, how do you expect to properly craft a diamond artifact?”
 
   The voice of reason, Sal admitted reluctantly. Still, he’d been working up a good pissed-off all morning, and he wasn’t about to let go of it that easily. “No, I don’t know much about diamond magic, but I do know that a diamond can wield emerald magic. You’d figure the emerald runeset would work.”
 
   “Absolutely not,” she retorted. “It’s a different gemstone with different properties. Just because two soulgems can achieve similar results does not mean that the magics are interchangeable.” Again, the voice of reason, but Sal was still not convinced. Marissa persisted. “All mages can hurl bolts of magic specific to their soulgem. But in crafting a fire wand, or a lightning wand, the runesets are completely different. Even the runes defining the projection matrix and the recoil of the spell are different.
 
   “And what about granites? One of the few granite properties that we know how to access is the ability to disintegrate a target on contact, which is extremely similar to the emerald’s ability to wither. And yet the runesets are don’t even vaguely resemble one another.”
 
   Marissa was right. Diamond and Emerald were two separate soulgems, and one could almost say that they tapped into mana from different directions, like wheel spokes on a hub. Regardless of whether or not he was able to wield emerald magic, or other gem magics for that matter, the rule of thumb still applied—different gem, different runeset.
 
   Echoing Sal’s thoughts, Marissa expounded on them. “We’ll have to just research the runes by trial and error. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”
 
   “That could take a lifetime,” Sal grumbled.
 
   “Perhaps,” Marissa said with a glum nod, her dreams of crafting such a versatile gem fizzling before her eyes, making Sal feel all the worse for his own frustration. Such an artifact, no matter how menial the spell, would be revolutionary. They could conceivably tap more than one soulgem at a time through a single stone. The possibilities were endless! If only...
 
   Marissa’s breath caught in her throat, her eyes going wide. “Or perhaps not.”
 
   Sal looked sharply at Marissa, and the two locked eyes, three natural and one diamond, as if searching for answers in their own reflections. “What do you mean, ‘perhaps not’?” Sal demanded.
 
   The artisan’s eyebrows furrowed in thought. “When I was a child, long before I ever decided to become an artisan myself, I would visit my grandfather’s shop in Bayton, where I grew up. We would talk about his gems for hours. I just thought they were pretty. What little girl wouldn’t?
 
   “Anyway, one day, when I was about seven or so, I noticed him carving runes for one of his projects. I’d seen him do it a hundred times, but I never knew why. This time, I asked him. He told me that the runes told the gem what to do. I said, ‘They just look like a bunch of squiggles to me.’
 
   “He explained to me that the runes were an ancient language, dating back to a time just before the Rending. Someone had realized that although many mages spoke different languages, they all thought in the same language. A magical one, he said. So the mages of those days researched that language, and translated it into a written one—the runes.
 
   “At first, the runic language was only used by mages of different lands to communicate. That was before the world spoke in a common tongue. They also used the runes to make artifacts of great power. But after the Rending, the mages discovered that the runes had changed with their powers…
 
   “They first noticed this in the chaos following the Rending, when they tried to wield their arts, or use their artifacts. Magic was no longer whole, having been divided and bound in the Rending to the various soulgems. At the same time, the common runeset was altered. The old artifacts, using the common runeset, were useless. The mages were perplexed. They could all still recognized the various runes, but each mage saw the runes differently, depending on his soulgem. Some runes appeared unchanged, while others now seemed to… ‘babble’ is the term they used. One could say that the singular language of the soulgems had divided into new dialects, with each of the other dialects somewhat familiar—perhaps even related—but gibberish nonetheless. It was determined that when the path to mana divided, so did the common runeset.”
 
   “Ahhh...” A light dawned in Sal’s mind. His pulse raced with revelation, growing ever stronger, ever faster as the answers came to him. “But that makes all the sense in the world! Diamond is a composite of the soulgems, so if I’m using only one of the runesets, I’m only writing part of the spell—like I’m trying to wield a single soulgem without touching that soulgem in particular. I’ve got to write in a composite runeset—the runeset of Diamond—if I’m going to build an artifact using diamonds.”
 
   Marissa’s mounting excitement mirrored his own. “Exactly! And as Diamond is a composite of the various soulgems, we’ve already got all the runesets we need to form the composite! So once you understand the diamond’s particular path to mana—”
 
   “—we’ll know how to combine them!”
 
   They both leapt into each other’s arms, and danced around beneath the shop tent, heedless of the tables they knocked over in their wake. Gems spilled, silver fittings flew, chaos ensued beneath the shop’s awning, all going unnoticed by the dancers. Finally, they collapsed against each other, holding one another upright as they waited for their laughter to die. Giggles were still flowing freely when they parted enough to face each other.
 
   The sun was to Marissa’s back, setting her auburn curls aflame, and encircling her head like a halo. The light must have reflected off of Sal’s diamond eye, for Marissa’s striking green eyes fairly twinkled with stars. Her breasts heaved against him, thought he was not entirely sure it was from the dancing.
 
   Sal’s stomach threatened to clench, his feet feeling encased in ice. Fear stole the breath from his lungs. Silently, he berated himself. This is your chance, idiot! There might never be a more perfect moment to declare your intentions to Marissa, and your gonna lose the moment if you don’t speak up now!
 
   Swallowing a sudden upsurge of bile, Sal spoke his heart. Or rather, he tried to. “Marissa... I...” He paused, struggling to put his red-blooded American feelings into words acceptable to this world, this culture, this woman. Marissa’s eyes were hooded, sultry. Hungry. She was waiting. He had to get this right. “I think we... that is... we need to... umm... discuss—”
 
   An alarm bell shattered the peace of the camp, stealing his thoughts. Marissa uttered a very unladylike word as the moment threatened to slip away yet again. With a quick glance over her shoulder toward the rapidly filling village square, she muttered, “Close enough.” And throwing custom to the wind, she kissed him.
 
   Well, attacked would probably be more accurate.
 
   Their mouths devoured each other desperately as the alarm continued to sound. Time slowed to a crawl, each second an eternity of blissful release. But though time crawled, it unfortunately did not stop altogether. Shouts from villagers running past brought them regretfully back to reality. Something was going on, something major, and their “intentions” would just have to wait.
 
   Sal and Marissa shared a sigh of regret, and hand in hand, they dashed down the hill toward the center of the village.
 
   ***
 
   Reit knelt next to the emerald where he’d collapsed, his breath rasping as he clung to life. Seeing the ragged and infected stumps of Laryn’s wrists, the rebel leader silently willed Jaren to hurry.
 
   Seconds later, the mage arrived at a full run, sliding to the ground next to Laryn. With the dust of his slide still rising in the air, Jaren placed one hand on the wounded mage’s torso, the other on his head. The emerald’s eyes lit with green fire, the only magical aura a mundane like Reit could see. As he watched, a more healthy color spread through Laryn’s gangrenous stumps. In moments, the jagged wounds closed, pink flesh covering the jutting bone. After a few seconds, the first sprigs of new tissue sprouted, puffing up to form rudimentary digits.
 
   The mage’s breathing became more easy. Crafter be praised, Reit thought. But what could make a man on the brink of death run like that, screaming out warnings at the top of failing lungs?
 
   “What news do you have?” Reit asked the mage, not waiting for Jaren to complete his healing magics. Laryn opened his eyes and looked around, disoriented and frightened by the crowed of spectators that had gathered around him. “What news?” Reit pressed.
 
   Laryn’s eyes cleared, and focused on Reit. Still weak from his ordeal, he could only whisper two words. But those two words shot through the village like lightning.
 
   Earthen Ranks.
 
   Reit didn’t have to issue orders. The rebels were trained to act instantly in matters such as these. Within seconds, the entire crowd had disbursed, rounding up children, livestock, and essentials, making ready to flee.
 
   In the distance, Reit saw Sal and Marissa cutting through the villagers. He noted absently that they were holding hands. It’s about time, he thought wryly.
 
   “What’s all the fuss about?” Sal demanded as he neared.
 
   “The Highest is sending the Earthen Ranks,” Jaren said, still working his magics. “We’ve got to get everyone out of here.”
 
   “No, we fight,” Reit countermanded. “Some of us, anyway. There’s not enough time for a full evacuation, not the way that Laryn came in here half-dead and at a full gallop. We need to dig in with enough people to delay the Ranks and buy time for the rest to escape.”
 
   Jaren looked up from his patient, his flaming green eyes studying Reit for a moment, then he nodded, and bade Sal to join him.
 
   “Remember what I told you last night about healing? Good. Put a hand here, and the other hand over there. Now, clear your mind. See this man’s wounds, not with your eyes, but in your thoughts. Good, good. Now will your mana into those wounds. Don’t worry about forming the spell—I’ll direct it.”
 
   Reit watched in astonishment as emerald light flared from Sal’s diamond orb. Laryn’s budding hands tripled in growth as Sal added his magic to Jaren’s. The two continued to concentrate on Laryn, healing more hurts than Reit’s mundane eyes could see. At last, Jaren’s flaming green orbs dimmed, and he turned his attention back to Reit.
 
   “Take Marissa and Delana, and go with the others,” he said, eyes still shining with the residue of magic. “We’ll cover your escape.”
 
   “Salts of the Abyss,” Reit cursed scornfully. “I’ll not run off like a coward while good men and women die in my place, for my Cause!”
 
   “And if you die, who’ll lead us then?” Jaren demanded, not cowed by Reit’s outburst in the least. “Who’ll inspire the mainland folk to rise up against the only ruler they’ve ever known, in hopes of defeating the only enemy who’s never lost?”
 
   Reit stubbornly set his jaw, about to launch another round of spiteful protest, when the emerald spoke once more. “Who’ll be el’Yatza, in a world consumed by its own fear?”
 
   Indecision tore at Reit’s mind, and he hesitated momentarily. Was this what his rebellion was coming to—everyone risking their lives but him? Staying behind during a raid was one thing, but this was entirely different. These people were his friends, his family, buying time with their lives while he fled! He was at once proud of Jaren’s loyalty and sickened by it.
 
   But something in his friend’s face brought home to him the reality of the situation. The mage wasn’t protecting Reit. As he said, he was protecting el’Yatza, and the Cause that he led. Jaren’s life was nothing. Reit’s life was nothing. But the Cause—the quest to free the world from the tyranny of the Highest—was everything.
 
   “We will mourn your death,” Reit whispered brokenly.
 
   “But the Cause must survive,” recited the mage, followed by a wink and a flash of teeth. He didn’t expect Reit to mourn him just yet. “Now tuck tail, before I decide to grow you one!”
 
   Hooking an arm around the artisan, Reit quickly turned and made his way across the square toward his wagon where he knew he’d find his wife—his true and best reason for being el’Yatza—waiting for him.
 
   But he didn’t look back. He couldn’t. Though it galled him, he offered no final goodbyes to the man who had been the best part of him since they were children. He refused to look back, for fear that he might stay, el’Yatza be damned.
 
   ***
 
   Sal knelt frozen as he watched Reit lead Marissa into the multitude. She looked over her shoulder as she ran, Reit pulling her onward. In her eyes, Sal saw a whirlwind of emotion. Frustration. Pain. Love. Swelling pride. But mostly he saw fear—fear for him. Why should he be surprised? Who’d actually want to love a dead hero?
 
   “Sal,” Jaren said, drawing Sal’s attention. “Laryn’s out of immediate danger. I think I can finish up by myself if needs be.” He cast his emerald gaze behind him meaningfully, toward the press of bodies that Reit and Marissa had disappeared into.
 
   “You rock, dude,” Sal breathed, already on his feet and running.
 
   “Now what do you suppose that meant?” the emerald mused as Sal dashed away.
 
   Sal wove his way through faceless people, intent only on the bounce of auburn curls that he spied about thirty yards away and closing. As Reit and Marissa neared the du’Nograh wagon, the artisan tossed her head back one last time toward the green, and froze as her eyes locked on Sal. Without so much as a word, she ripped free of Reit and made for Sal, their fearless leader in tow.
 
   “Marissa, I’m sorry I took so long,” Sal said as he caught her up in his arms.
 
   “I don’t care. I would have waited forever,” she sobbed into his shoulder.
 
   “Can we hurry this on a bit?” Reit asked breathlessly when he finally caught up to the pair.
 
   Sal pulled apart from Marissa painfully, her warmth still on his body and her scent still in his nostrils. He looked into her eyes and spoke, willing that each word engrave itself upon her heart. “I am not dying today, so don’t you worry about nothin’ but getting away.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Nothing! What happens today don’t mean squat to me if I’m not one hundred percent sure that you’re safe, you got me?”
 
   Marissa set her jaw stubbornly, and for one agonizing moment Sal expected her to completely throw caution to the wind, tell Reit to go to Hell—or the Abyss, rather—then take up arms herself and dare Sal to say one word to the contrary. But her eyes softened, if not completely. “Not one scratch, do you hear me? Not one. You’ve seen how I wield a pick-axe.” Having offered her gratuitous empty threat, she clamped her mouth shut, as if she didn’t trust herself to say more. Instead, she pulled him close and tenderly kissed him, then turned and stalked away, leaving Reit to bring up the rear.
 
   Sal let loose a breath he hadn’t known he was holding, then raced back toward the village green, where he found Jaren and the other emerald, Laryn, slowly regaining their feet. The once-dying mage looked a little shaky on his feet, but otherwise no worse for wear.
 
   “Welcome back,” Jaren said with a smile. “But don’t thank me yet. I’m afraid you’re just in time for a fight.”
 
   “Believe me, I welcome the opportunity,” Laryn said ominously, dusting himself off weakly. There was an odd note to his voice, but Sal couldn’t place it. “I was as good as dead anyway,” the emerald continued with a casual shrug—too casual, in Sal’s opinion. “What more could they possibly d...”
 
   The mage’s voice trailed off as he took in Sal, who had just now thought to release his hold on Emerald, allowing his singular gemstone eye to shift from healing green back to its normal clarity.
 
   Jaren was quick to answer the unspoken question. “Yes, this is the prisoner who escaped with us, and no, we don’t have time to discuss his eye. I need you to take position with the defenders on the western perimeter. Go.” The emerald gave Sal one last sidelong look, then departed.
 
   “Go grab your sword,” Jaren said, turning to Sal as Laryn left. “Meet me where the road enters from the south. I’ll be behind the defenders you find there. We need to come up with a way to hold the Rank advance long enough to cover the retreat. And see if you can find Retzu or Senosh on the way.” That last he shouted over his shoulder as he pushed through the bustling villagers who swarmed the village green, carrying out their various duties.
 
   Instructions received, Sal himself was spurred into action. He turned and bolted toward his tent, wherein lay the sword that Retzu had given him. As he passed the lane that led to Reit’s wagon, he looked just in time to see the rebel leader, mounted and disappearing over the hill at the end of the path, followed by a herd of wagons and mounted guards—the guaranteed survival of the Cause. But all that mattered to Sal at the moment was that Marissa would be safe. Mind at ease, he raced on to his tent, ducking inside long enough to grab his doeskin hilted katana and dart back out.
 
   By the time he came in sight of the iron barred wagons that served as both guard shacks and the southernmost entry point into the village, the sheathed sword was already strapped to his back, buckled securely and ready for action. He found Jaren and the other defenders—Retzu and Senosh included—gathered round a very large man who turned out to be Keth. The granite mage was touching his hands briefly to every piece of armor within arm’s reach. With each touch, Keth’s aura flashed a dirty brown, only long enough to impart whatever spell he had cooking and move on to the next. It dawned on him that the granite was strengthening the defenders’ armor the way Sal had suggested a few nights before. As each defender received his arcane blessing from the granite, he would turn and join his brothers-in-arms on the perimeter, making room for the next customer. Sal felt a passing swell of pride for the granite. “Small-town redneck makes good,” he muttered with satisfaction as he joined the throng.
 
   Soon it was Sal’s turn, and Keth was touching tunic, pants, and boots. Finished, Sal nodded his thanks and headed over to where Jaren, Retzu, and Senosh had moved off to.
 
   “—hit us hard and fast, probably with their amethysts first,” Retzu was saying, Senosh nodding in agreement. “They can see us through the trees, and a good bit of rock. They’ll most likely be followed by whatever Granite Guards are with them. Thankfully, a standard Rank detachment only employs a handful of granites, but even those few can be devastating, so try to concentrate on taking them out first.”
 
   “Many of our own amethysts went with Reit and Delana for the same reason,” Senosh explained, mainly for Sal’s benefit. “They should be able to spot any trap before they spring it. Good for them. Bad for us. The few amethysts we have will be sorely outnumbered by the Rank detachment. They will undoubtedly see our forces first, and thus be the first to attack. If we raise a high enough wall of ice, it should take the brunt of the first strike. It will also throw off the rubies when they crest the ridge. The cold will mask our body heat behind the wall, thus forcing them to concentrate on tearing it down before they can turn their attentions on us.”
 
   Menkal, who’d joined the huddle as Senosh was speaking, shook his head. “Can’t do it, Red. It would take about a half hour to build an effective barrier. That’s way too long, and not very practical if we can’t commit sapphires to keeping it solid during the attack.”
 
   As Sal listened to the exchange, facts and figures, strengths and weaknesses, all began to click together in his mind. Caravan was no longer a village, but a battlefield, a series of defensible points. Of its own accord, his old SEAL training incorporated the mages and their abilities into his fledgling plan. In a way that he could never have comprehended prior to the raid that freed Keth and birthed Sal’s own magical ability, he understood the nature of magic. No longer did he hold magic in awe. Now, it was a resource, a tool. A weapon.
 
   “Now, wait a second, Pops.” Sal said. The old sapphire bristled at the nickname. “Senosh has a point. Even if it only buys us a few seconds, we could use that wall. Besides,” he added with a mischievous grin, “I’ve got an idea. Senosh, first I want your rubies to chill the air. Then-”
 
   “What?” Senosh exclaimed, confused. “I’m a ruby, Sal, not a sapphire. If you want to cool the air—”
 
   “What is cold except the absence of heat?!? Think, guys! I’m not trying to come off like a super genius or anything, but I do know what I’m talking about.” He took a deep breath then stood there, hands akimbo, glaring at the mages around him both apprentice and master alike. So powerful, and yet so limited, all on account of what they ‘knew’.
 
   He stood in silence a moment longer, then when he felt that he could keep a low, steady tone, he began again. “You tell me that there are rules to magic, and I believe that’s true. But what you have to realize is that these rules don’t define your abilities. They only outline what you know about them. And what you don’t know, you sometimes have to improvise. Now let’s try this again, and this time, pay attention...”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 14
 
   Sal gazed with pride at his brainchild. Standing twelve feet high and fifteen feet wide, the wall ran the length of the southern perimeter. With rubies sapping the heat from the air, and sapphires erecting the ice itself, the wall had taken form in little more than five minutes. “How much of that half-hour we got left?” Sal teased.
 
   “Yeah, well, I could’ve figured it out myself,” Menkal snapped, then stalked off, barking orders at the sapphires tending the wall.
 
   Keth used his granite magic to harden the wall further, giving it the density of a glacier. So thick the ice was, and yet it was as clear as crystal...
 
   Sal’s breath caught at this newest flash of inspiration. He cast his eyes about, looking for materials for an additional barrier. Spying a nearby shack with a pair of overlarge windows, he snagged the granite’s attention and described what he wanted. Keth and Senosh worked together on the project, putting the finishing touches on the secondary barrier just as the attack came.
 
   The first lightning bolts struck outside the wall, throwing up dirt and toppling trees. The defenders—all but Senosh, Keth, and a handful of amethysts—immediately moved to the places where fallen trees crossed the walls. Lightning continued to streak down the ridge, eventually followed by bursts of fire and rock. Though the wall sustained damage, it held firm. Stray bolts caught a few defenders that had fallen too far back from the wall’s protection. By the time the Earthen Ranks reached the wall, there were footholds aplenty, and the attackers mounted the wall.
 
   Wait...
 
   The first wave of attackers reached the top of the wall, fanning out along the far edge as their fellows joined them so they might all attack at once. A few defenders stood far enough back from the wall to see the first invaders. Archers took aim but didn’t fire, for fear of hitting their own men. Rebel mages, their spells more accurate than arrows, had no such fears. They lobbed a few bolts over the wall. Not many, just enough to keep the Rank soldiers on their toes. Senosh and Keth, their work completed, turned to rejoin the defenders.
 
   Wait...
 
   The attackers atop the barrier started forward, clearing the way for the next in line. Through the quickly powdering ice, more solders could be seen making their way up. A line of rubies had formed at the base of the wall, trying to melt the solid glacial wall. Frigid water could be seen flowing in rivulets at the rubies feet.
 
   Perfect.
 
   “Now!”
 
   Sal’s shout rang out like a bell over the din of encroaching battle. As the word leapt from his lips, carefully positioned amethysts stepped forward to the secondary barrier and placed their hands through holes in the clear glass to the ice wall beyond.
 
   Ozone filled the air as the amethysts electrified the wall. Attackers fell in droves wherever they touched ice or water. The smell of cooked flesh rose to join the ozone. The defenders cheered as almost a third of the Earthen Ranks keeled over.
 
   The excessive current proved too much for the ice wall. Primary purpose achieved, it disintegrated for many yards in either direction, crumbling to so much snow where it hadn’t yet melted. Without the ice wall to support it, large portions of the glass barrier toppled forward, and the real battle began.
 
   Though still outnumbered four to one, the success of the wall had whipped the rebels into a frenzy. Sal ordered the attack, and defenders along the wall surged forward to engage the enemy. Sounds of battle from farther west told him that Retzu’s troops were doing the same.
 
   Earthen Rank amethysts, following the rebels’ example, launched lightning bolts down into the snow. No longer packed ice, the snow quickly disbursed the electricity. Those unfortunate enough to be near a lightning strike were blown off their feet. Many escaped serious harm. Some did not.
 
   One such lightning bolt struck about six feet to Sal’s left, sending a jolt through him that sent him to the ground in spasms. He lay there for many moments, his head muddled with residual current, as defenders surged around him. Closing his eyes, he felt his internal wounds, seeing them in his mind, and touched the emerald soulgem.
 
   Jaren had tried to give him formal instruction as to how an emerald heals the wounded, but Sal didn’t have time for such formalities right then. Instead, he focused on what he wanted, and let the magic figure out how to make it happen. Emerald magic suffused him, and he felt his wounds close, his burns fade. His strength returned, and he regained his feet, again charging forward into the fray. He continued to draw on the emerald magic as he fought his way up the hill, letting the magic heal his wounds as they occurred.
 
   At the base of the ridge, he found his first target—a mid-ranking ruby officer. The ruby directed the mage soldiers under his command, waving his flaming sword as he shouted orders. Sal had a clear path to the ruby and he made good use of it. Ducking past what few Rank soldiers fell into his path, he advanced on the ruby, slashing at the mage’s neck as he came in range.
 
   Sparks flew down his blade as the ruby parried the blow. The Rank mage thrust his sword at Sal’s abdomen, only to have Sal skip to the side at the last second. Flipping the sword upside down in his grip, Sal slashed the blade upward, neatly parting the ruby’s armor, and bowels, with barely an effort. The victor was off in search of another foe before the corpse had even hit the ground.
 
   Sal was oblivious to much of the battle, seeing only the rebels or the Rank soldiers before him as he fought his way up the ridge toward the mages that were attacking from the summit. Some were sitting on winged horses, and as Sal and the defenders made their way up the ridge, the riders began to take to the air. They regrouped at a point beyond the treetops, and then resumed their rain of fire, lightning, ice, and stone upon the struggling masses below.
 
   Finding his new objective, Sal left off the melee around him and bolted for the remaining riders, slowing only long enough to bat the occasional attacker out of the way with his sword.
 
   Suffused as he was with emerald magic, his wounds didn’t even have time to register before they were sealed. He took injuries sure enough, but they were short-lived, and not worthy of his attention. His vision narrowed as he fought through the melee, taking in the nearest rider and excluding everything else.
 
   In that vague, detached way that is known only to soldiers in the heat of battle, he noted that every fighter that caught the edge of his blade dropped writhing to the ground, even though many of the wounds inflicted were not in vital areas. One such victim fell to a nick on his forearm. Though mildly curious, Sal didn’t dare stop to ponder this. He just chalked it up to good luck and pressed on, the incident all but forgotten by the time his sword swept the next obstacle aside.
 
   Cresting the ridge, he closed on his next target, a ruby commander in thick leather armor, barking commands and throwing spells while anxiously awaiting his turn to take to the skies. The air above them was filled with other mages and their mounts. Apparently, the mounted officers weren’t big fans of close combat. Go figure.
 
   Sal circled to his right, slipping from the ruby’s line of sight. Running up some nearby boulders, Sal dove for the mage, tackling him broadsides.
 
   The mage reflexively wielded a gout of flame, igniting the foliage beneath them. Sal landed atop the mage, and the fire enveloped them both. So fast was Sal’s attack that the ruby took injury from his own spell, hair and skin crisping before he could absorb his own magic. The emerald waves coursing through Sal’s veins protected him from much of the spell’s effect, and healed those wounds he did take.
 
   Sal rolled to his feet as they came down, the blade of his sword skimming lightly across the ruby’s hand. He rounded on the ruby and brought his sword to bear—then froze, horrified. The nick he’d left on the ruby’s hand festered and rotted before his eyes. The ruby shrieked nightmarishly. Whatever poisons were in the wound quickly spread, inching up the ruby’s arm and throughout his body, swelling and finally dissolving flesh as it traveled. Stunned, Sal watched as the mage was completely consumed, his entire body decomposing in a matter of seconds. Last to go was the mage’s face, a frozen rictus of pain.
 
   Sal stared dumbly at the blade, which was emitting a faint green aura.
 
   His magic.
 
   Somehow, the magic he was tapping to heal him...
 
   No time now, he thought, forcing all thought from his mind except the battle surging around him. Sheathing his sword, he mounted the ruby’s pegasus and urged it into the air. Riders scattered as his mount soared upward.
 
   He took the horse high above the battle and circled quickly to take stock of the situation. Many of the riders had grouped together a bit further above him, and were collectively showering their magic on targets below. Others were gliding back and forth over the battlefield, serving as scouts for their ground troops. A few amethysts could be seen levitating above the fray, throwing down the occasional lightning bolt. None paid any attention to him, not even those who’d been pushed out of the way as he took flight. They assumed that he was one of them, arrogantly believing that a mere rebel could not capture one of their prized mounts. Picking out the nearest of the riders, Sal spurred his prized mount forward.
 
   He loosed his sword from its scabbard and held it high, releasing emerald magic into the blade as before. Ducking his head, he swept under the rider’s horse, the blade biting where it would. The pegasus screamed wildly as it reared, bucking the mage out of his saddle. Even as the mage fell, the grim work of the emerald magic was evident. The cut in the beast’s belly festered and spread, quickly consuming the horse’s underside before spreading to its flank and back. By the time it had fallen below the canopy, the once-pegasus was an unrecognizable fleshy lump, and worsening.
 
   Sal saw none of this. As soon as his blade bit into one pegasus, he moved on to the next. It tore at his heart to destroy the magnificent beasts, but the horror of what he was doing was irrelevant. The horses were enemy assets on the field of battle. That made them targets.
 
   He moved from one attacker to the next, cutting a swath of destruction through the enemy formation, horses and riders raining down in his wake. Most of the horses were long dead and in varying stages of decomposition by the time they splattered on the ground. None of the mage riders were so lucky. Broken bodies—some of them painfully alive—littered the ridge beneath the dwindling Earthen Rank flight, a grisly testament to Sal’s attack.
 
   No more than a dozen survived his first pass. Only two of those—an emerald and a granite, both fleeing—survived his second. Sal didn’t consider for a moment letting them live.
 
   One rider, the emerald, already had a good head start on him, and was on a beeline for Schel Veylin. The way he was pouring his healing magics into his mount, Sal thought it unlikely that he could ever catch up, even if he had a hundred miles to try. But the granite mage was quite another thing entirely. He was still close enough to rejoin the fray and wreak his own kind of havoc, and that was something Sal that couldn’t allow.
 
   Seeing Sal leap to the pursuit, the granite rider banked his horse and spurred it to a full retreat, swooping low over the treetops and stirring whole flocks of birds from their perches with his passing. Sal stayed high and did his best to evade the birds, but still got pelted with broken feathers and droppings for his trouble. The rush of air covered the fading sound of battle as he left the forces of Caravan behind.
 
   Clearing the cloud of feathers, he caught sight of the mage again. Sal slid his sword back into its scabbard and lay forward on his mount, urging it to greater speed. Holding the reins in one hand, he placed his other on the horse’s neck. Sal felt for the emerald magic still flowing thick in his veins and wielded, directing it out into the horse as he’d seen the Rank emerald do. To his satisfaction, he felt the fatigue bleed out of the pegasus, consumed by wave upon wave of emerald magic. The steed beat its wings harder, and they began to close on the granite.
 
   Wind tore at Sal’s hair, his jerkin, stinging his eyes. Trees whipped past beneath the riders, the canopy becoming an endless green blur as the miles sped by. As fast as Sal was going, he wasn’t gaining much ground and the granite was still a good way off. He needed to slow him down.
 
   Eyeballing a spot just ahead of the granite, Sal reached out to Sapphire and wielded. The mana was slow in flowing, the spell’s target being so far away from its wielder. Still, the spell took, and the granite flew straight into it.
 
   Blue-tinted magics erupted in the area, and a cyclonic wind swirled the treetops into a frenzy. The granite was unable to steer his mount clear of the cyclone in time, and the horse balked. It reared, throwing its rider about in the saddle. The granite jerked on the reins, pulling the horse’s head to the left. Haltingly the creature obeyed, and mount and rider skirted the magic-borne storm.
 
   Sal released the spell and let the winds die down. It had served its purpose. It had given Sal the time he needed to close the distance.
 
   Still higher that the mage, Sal took aim, cocked his right arm back, and swept it forward in a throwing motion, wielding sapphire magic as his hand came down. An icy spear flew from his hand and sped toward its target.
 
   The spear tore through the granite’s padded leather armor, barely missing the small of his back. The mage glanced over his shoulder to see where the attack had come from. Spying Sal, he threw a hand up and wielded, sending a granite sphere backward in response.
 
   Sal pulled up hard on the reins, and the pegasus evaded the sphere easily, sweeping back down into pursuit. He could just make out the highest of Schel Veylin’s thick spires in the distance, minuscule white dots standing out against the flat green canopy of the Vale. He judged that they were still a good hundred miles off or so, but that was less than a day’s travel at the rate they were going. And every mile was drawing him further from the battle at Caravan. He shifted to emerald again and wielded, giving his mount an extra burst of speed, and dove for the granite.
 
   The mage looked over his shoulder and saw Sal nearly upon him. Throwing up a hand, he wielded, launching another sphere behind him. Sal was able to sweep to one side, the ball of granite missing him by a few scant inches that time. Switching again to Sapphire, Sal showered the granite with needles of ice. The granite threw up his hand to shield his face, but his mount took the brunt of the damage, slowing it further. Sal, who was right behind the mage and above, felt the sting of the ice as well, but gravity carried him still closer.
 
   Aiming, the granite wielded yet again. This time luck was with him, and Sal’s mount took the attack squarely on the nose. The horse’s head exploded, drenching Sal with gore and bone chips.
 
   The dead pegasus pitched forward, its wings folded by the crush of the wind. Seizing his last chance to take the granite, Sal threw himself haphazardly from the dead mount. Momentum carried him forward just enough to catch the granite’s horse around the fetlock. His own mount crashed through the treetops below, the snapping of the ancient branches sounding out loudly over the howl of rushing wind.
 
   Surprised at the unexpected weight, the granite’s horse screamed its protest, bucking sharply. Both Sal and the granite were tossed from the horse, and sent pinwheeling into the forest canopy.
 
   The thick, springy upper branches whacked Sal as he fell, flipping him this way and that as he made his long, painful way down. His leg stuck in the fork of a branch, and it brought him to a bone wrenching halt. He bellowed his pain and lost concentration, his blue tinged vision clearing as the sapphire magic slipped from him. Swinging there by his broken and dislocated leg, half-blind with pain, he looked “up” to see his opponent’s fate. On the ground many feet below lay the granite, his body twisted into several impossible angles.
 
   Sal fought nausea and unconsciousness. Waves of dizziness swept over him has he worked himself into a sitting position, just enough to pry his leg loose. He drew together the tattered pieces of his concentration long enough to touch Sapphire, and he watched as the vision in his left eye went a faint blue. He wielded, and was relieved to see the ground below him fluff up with powder-fine snow. Free of the limb, he let himself drop into the snow, sending flurries up around him as he hit.
 
   He tried to pull himself out of the snow, but failed as he reached the end of his strength. Reaching out to the emerald magic, he touched it briefly, only to lose it again in his weakness.
 
   “All this way,” he panted. “A rain of bullets, a blown-out eye, a week in prison, a dang stage coach falling apart around me, a rock growing in my skull, a thousand screaming mages, and a fall from ten stories up. And what’s gonna kill me? Shock and hypothermia.”
 
   He tried to laugh, but only produced a blood choked gurgle. If God decides it’s time to take me out, that’s fine by me. I got nothing to complain about. I guess there’s only so many times a man can survive the impossible.
 
   Thinking that thought, he slipped into oblivion, daring the elements to do their worst.
 
   ***
 
   Jaren hunkered down behind an overturned wagon to catch his breath. The battle is going well, he tried to remind himself. But his eyes betrayed him. Amidst the carnage, he spied yet another wave of invaders swarming down the ridge.
 
   Blessed Crafter, Sal ran off into that?
 
   Jaren surveyed the area at the base of the ridge. The ice wall was all but melted now, the thick glass shield driven into the muddy sludge by the press of a thousand feet. In some places, the shield had broken, though not in small enough pieces to be used as weapons. That wasn’t to say that they weren’t dangerous, especially if one were unlucky enough to step between the razor-sharp edges. More than one invader had pulled his leg from the mud, only to find it bit off at the ankle.
 
   The emerald judged that it would only be a matter of seconds before the next wave crossed the slushy mess. Sighting a nearby ruby, Jaren whistled, catching his attention. He pointed at the muddy soup, then at his own eyes.
 
   The ruby grinned wickedly as he took the emerald’s meaning, and barked an order to a trio of rubies further down from him. In concert, they turned their burning eyes upon the mud. The effect was instantaneous.
 
   Steam billowed in a huge cloud as the mud superheated, glowing an ominous red. Those unfortunate individuals who had been running full tilt down the ridge met magma rather than mud. The screams of the dying would haunt Jaren for months, but the command had achieved the desired result.
 
   Drawing a breath, he launched himself from the wagon and ran off to find Retzu under what cover the steam cloud provided.
 
   Enchanted arrows and magic bolts flew overhead as Jaren ran, calling to mind stories that Sal had told him concerning embattled cities in his own world, with such odd names as Mogadishu and Jerusalem. Jaren ducked and dodged around anything that would offer a moment’s respite, often stumbling into messengers running the other way with orders. One such runner told Jaren that Retzu had fallen back to what remained of the village green, and was commanding the battle from there.
 
   Jaren dashed into the street and sprinted for the green, fire and lightning exploding around him every step of the way. As he reached the dais, a near miss struck the ground at his feet, launching him into the air.
 
   He was caught mid-flip by unseen hands, and was held for a moment, suspended over the green. The unseen hands carried him to cover behind the dais where he was set safely down near a young amethyst. As he touched down, Jaren felt the grip release him. The amethyst’s flaming violet eyes dimmed as he released his magics. Looking around, Jaren found Retzu and his company of commanders hunkered near by.
 
   “Good of you to join us, milord mage,” the assassin quipped. Retzu and his commanders were hunched over a map hastily scrawled in the dirt, apparently taking advantage of the lull between messengers to discuss their battle strategies.
 
   “Yeah, well, I was busy,” the mage returned casually has he shuffled over.
 
   “As I was saying, our forces are hemmed in here, here, and here,” he said, using a dagger to indicate various locations on the map. “And they’re entrenched here and along the ridge, and have moved in over here.”
 
   “So we’re stuck,” Menkal summarized bluntly. “They essentially have us surrounded. No way to advance, no retreat.”
 
   To anyone else, he would appear to have completely given up, but the assembled minds knew better. The sapphire was playing his role as an intellectual catalyst to the hilt, stating the obvious so that they didn’t need to waste precious time dwelling on it. 
 
   Retzu ignored the negative comment, and instead turned to Jaren. “Since you’ve decided to drop in—pardon the pun—you might as well be of some use. What have you seen?”
 
   The emerald, still panting from his run, vainly licked dry lips. “Probably nothing you don’t already know. They still have a lot of Reds and Violets, one or two Greens. Thankfully, I haven’t seen any Granites remaining. I think we got all of them. The mundane guards are blocked by a lava flow—don’t ask—but that won’t hold them long.”
 
   “We’ve got to get behind them somehow, attack them from their flank,” Retzu said to no one in particular.
 
   “Levitation?” the young amethyst suggested.
 
   Retzu shook his head. “We don’t have enough amethysts to carry a large enough group. Besides, we’d be out in the open, defenseless. They’d pick us off like so many quail.”
 
   Jaren agreed. “Our people would have to be grouped together for you to levitate them all, and it would only take one well-placed lightning bolt to fry the lot. Too bad Sal’s not here,” he sighed. “He’s quite resourceful.”
 
   “I was meaning to ask you about him,” Retzu said.
 
   The emerald shrugged. “The last time I saw him, he was leading a charge up the ridge. That’s where the Earthen Rank stationed their mounted support mages. While the mundanes, emeralds, and rubies advanced, a few rubies stayed behind with their amethysts and granites...” He paused, something clicking in his mind.
 
   Granites...
 
   Granite!
 
   “I’ve got an idea.”
 
   ***
 
   “You’re insane!” Keth accused, unconsciously wincing at the boom of a nearby lightning strike.
 
   Jaren started to explain his plan again when Menkal spoke up. “Look, we know you haven’t been properly trained, but right now we have no other option. You have the ability, and that’s what counts. How do you think the first mages learned? Necessity and imagination.”
 
   “I don’t know,” the granite said dubiously.
 
   Irritated, Senosh grabbed the granite’s arm and pulled him close. “What’s the worst that could happen, boy?” the ruby demanded, his gemstone eyes flashing blood red within their ebony border. “We might die. Might. But if you don’t give it a go, we die for certain. If even one of those support mages get back to the Highest, we could be seeing reinforcements on our doorstep in—what? A week or so? What about a division of granite soldiers? They could be here in less than a day. If we are ever to escape before the second wave comes—”
 
   “Alright,” Keth said through his teeth, wrenching his arm from the ruby’s grip. “Alright, I’ll do it. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
 
   Hastily, Retzu, his commanders, and the mages formed a circle around Keth, locking hands on one another and on the granite mage. Now that his idea had actually taken life, Jaren was having second thoughts, though he refused to voice them. Grimly, he swallowed what bile threatened to make its way to his mouth and looked around the circle. Not surprisingly, he saw a similar fear etched into every face. Menkal’s mustaches trembled. Retzu licked his lips nervously. Even Senosh’s ebony skin was ashen with fear. A dozen faces, leaders and volunteers all, shared a look of barely contained terror.
 
   Except for one. The man in the center was the picture of grim determination.
 
   The granite’s eyes were closed in concentration. Occasionally, the muscles in his face would give an involuntary twitch. His grip would tighten on the shoulders of the men he touched. His arm bunched with building tension.
 
   Jaren heard a grinding sound. At first, he thought it was the granite gnashing his teeth. But a quick glance around told the emerald the real story.
 
   Beneath the group, the ground rippled, rocks and dust flowing from Keth’s feet in ripples. Wave followed wave, lapping over Jaren’s feet like water.
 
   Water? 
 
   As he watched in horror, the emerald’s feet disappeared into the ground. Melted into the ground, he would later amend. His ankle followed, then his shin. With the agonizing slowness of a toddler taking his first faltering steps, Keth lowered the circle of men into the ground.
 
   Air drove from Jaren’s lungs as his chest became one with the earth. Try as he might, he couldn’t draw another breath. He panicked, struggled to free himself from the death grip his neighbors has on his hands. This proved fruitless. Already one with the earth—and his neighbors!—he could no more remove his fingers than he could fill his lungs. Unable to stop it, he watched as the ground steadily swallowed him whole.
 
   As the earth covered his head, Jaren realized that he could “sense” the ground around him. He couldn’t see, of course, but he could feel every bit of grit that mingled with his body—with every body within the circle, in fact. It was a most curious sensation, startling him out of his panic. Now clear-headed, he discovered something else. Though still unable to breathe, it occurred to him that he didn’t need to. It was as if the granite’s magic had turned them all into living stone. Knowing what little he did about granite magic, it made a bizarre kind of sense.
 
   Jaren sensed movement. Faster than he could track, soil and rock moved through his body. It took him a moment to realize that it wasn’t the dirt that was moving. It was him. He was struck with awe as he took all these new sensations in. He’d heard about such travel among granites. It was the basis of his whole plan, why they were all there together with Keth. But to actually experience it...? That was quite another matter entirely.
 
   As swiftly as it began, the movement stopped. The group emerged from the dirt much easier that they went in. Jaren counted that to Keth’s growing confidence in his own abilities. Once more whole, the shaken men continued to hold each other’s hands in a death grip until, finally, they opened their eyes and saw that the ride was over. Ever the explorer, Jaren was flushed with the wonder of enlightenment, as was Menkal. All the others were simply flush with relief. Including Keth.
 
   The granite bristled at any attempts at thanks or congratulation, shouldering them all with cold practicality. “It had to be done” was all he would say.
 
   Retzu took in their surroundings. “We’re at the far base of the ridge,” he said. “Japheth, can you see anything?”
 
   The young amethyst who had snatched Jaren out of the air, reached out to his soulgem in response. His eyes flashed brilliantly for a moment as he scanned the hill, then dimmed. “There’s enemy troops there and there,” he indicated high on the ridge. “Lower than that, and the hill becomes too dense. I can’t see a thing.”
 
   “Good enough,” Retzu nodded confidently. Having scouted out the area weeks before Caravan’s move there, Retzu was familiar with all the ridge’s nooks and crannies, so he knew exactly where the amethyst had indicated. He swiftly laid out the topography of the ridge for the others, stressing vantage points and hollows, noting where the other troops would be and the best way to get to them.
 
   “You four are with me,” he said, indicating three of his commanders and a wicked-eyed ruby. “You four with Menkal. Keth and Senosh, you’re with Jaren. Remember, kill by stealth if possible. One cry of warning and the game is up.” Then, with a grim nod, he dismissed the group to their various assignments.
 
   Senosh mounted the ridge swiftly, followed by Keth with Jaren bringing up the rear. The trio parted the underbrush with the ease of men used to living in the sanctuary of the deep forest. They barely made a sound as they pushed aside the thorny vines and brambles native to that part of the Vale, gliding silently over fallen leaves on their trek to the summit. What sound they did make was little more than a whisper, more than lost in the din of the battle before them. Once at the top, they were able to look out from behind the thick trunks of the area’s native trees, hidden from unfriendly eyes as they surveyed their targets below them.
 
   The first entrenchment was about twenty yards down the slope. Five invaders—mages obviously, for they carried no weapons—hunkered down in a bowl shaped hollow, peeking over the lip every so often, looking for a shot. Spying a likely target, one of them hurled a magic bolt at an unsuspecting defender, then ducked back down. A moment later, one of his fellows did the same.
 
   “The span is too great,” Jaren whispered. “They’ll spy us out before we even reach them, to say nothing of killing them quietly. We’ll have to take care of them from here.” He turned his attention back to the enemy quintet, and gathered the mana necessary to wield at the enemy mages from so far away.
 
   “You may have to,” Keth said. Before Jaren could respond, the granite melted into the ground with a ripple.
 
   “I can see controlling him will be a problem,” Senosh commented, his ruby eyes burning ominously. Jaren could only nod. Keth had limitless potential, but he would need to rein in his impulsive nature if he expected to live long enough to reach that potential.
 
   Emerald and ruby eyes watched the hollow, not knowing what to expect from the young granite. Suddenly, two of the invaders stiffened, their mouths thrown wide in frozen screams. Jaren watched in horror as death—that’s the only way he could describe the blooming grey aura—hatched in the bodies of the mages. Starting at the small of the back, Jaren watched the spell spread throughout the body of each victim, completely unnoticed by the other invaders.
 
   The death bloom thickened as it spread, encompassing the mages entirely. The aura gave one last burst of energy, and the bodies took on the consistency of cornstarch, crumbling to dust around two hands jutting from the ground.
 
   The hands slid back into the ground with a ripple, just as the nearest invader turned to consult his fellows. His face twisted in shock and horror as he found only the ashen remains of his comrades.
 
   He might have shouted a warning, but it died on his lips as a hand thrust from the ground, closing on his windpipe. Jaren watched again as grey death spread outward from the granite’s touch.
 
   Galvanized by the sight, Jaren turned his attention to the next invader. Seeing the health of the man, the emerald altered it, shutting the man’s nervous system down. The distance between them caused the mana to run sluggishly, so the dying mage had more than ample time to slap numbly at his remaining colleague, vainly trying to warn him. Not that it would have mattered. His neighbor collapsed right next to him, the victim of heat stroke, courtesy of Senosh.
 
   That was the way of it. The trio quietly made their way from hollow to hollow, entrenchment to entrenchment, dispatching the enemies they found there. Occasionally, they would peek out from cover and catch sight of one of the other groups going about their own work. Jaren even managed a glimpse of Retzu, silently employing the deadly arts for which he was so well known, and so feared. Gradually they began to notice the marked decrease in unfriendly fire. The attacks against the villagers grew less effective, more sporadic. Absently, Jaren was reminded of the last kernels of corn, popping in a kettle.
 
   The remaining villagers noticed as well. Boldly, the first wave of defenders charged the hill. Some fell, cut down in a desperate hail of magic. Those who survived the crossfire stormed lower lying bunkers, overthrowing the current occupants and claiming the hollows as their own. Gaining a foothold, they charged the next enemy position, and the next, driving further and further uphill. Jaren, Senosh, and Keth continued downhill, further weakening the remaining Earthen Rank forces.
 
   All at once the tide broke, and the invaders became defenders themselves. Deprived of their support mages, the invaders fell. No longer in need of stealth, the trio joined the attack, lustily slaughtering invaders at will.
 
   By dusk, it was all over.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 15
 
   “Apology accepted, centurion,” the Highest said pleasantly, stooping low to look full into the emerald’s gemstone eyes as they dimmed. The mage’s jaws worked soundlessly for a moment longer, vainly trying to drawn breath, before they ceased their movement entirely.
 
   The Highest stood back up to admire his handiwork. The corpse lay flat on its back, legs skewed to one side where the centurion had dropped to his knees before capsizing altogether. A leather cuirass bearing the insignia of the Emerald Rank clung to the body in gore drenched tatters. Gleaming rib fragments jutted out of the cuirass at odd angles where the jagged points had lodged in the leather.
 
   A massive hole gaped in the center of the cuirass. Beneath it, one might expect to find the emerald’s chest, battered and torn admittedly, but otherwise recognizable. Instead, the Highest found the pink inner lining of the emerald’s lungs, laid open like an exploded lighter-than-air device.
 
   “Balloon,” he reminded himself, turning the age yellowed word over in his mouth. He chuckled a bit as the cooling corpse’s diaphragm twitched involuntarily, still reflexively trying to fill the ruptured lungs.
 
   How he loved this method of killing. It was simplicity itself to grip the darkness within a victim’s lungs, expanding it until the chest exploded outward. It killed quickly and surely—but not so quickly that the victim couldn’t look down upon his gaping chest and see his own innards before he died. And those last few seconds of insane terror before the final darkness... A tremor of pleasure rippled through the Highest’s being at the thought of the emerald’s torture.
 
   “Nestor,” he said softly, finally turning away from the corpse.
 
   The brown-cloaked granite snapped to attention at the mention of his name. “Yes, Highest?” the voice came from beneath the cowl.
 
   The obsidian smiled his approval of the guard. He liked Nestor. He was a good man and a loyal servant, ever going above and beyond the call of duty for the sake of his lord’s favor. He well deserved the Highest’s remembrance, the honor of being called by name.
 
   “I grow weary of this rebel infestation,” he said. “They’ve just cost me a seasoned battle group, suffering only negligible losses themselves. It’s high time that they were dealt with.”
 
   “Understood, Sire. Your orders?”
 
   “I have plans for these rebels, but they cannot come to fruition so long as they remain nomadic. They must be driven to gather permanently in one place, to fortify, so that we may converge on them and crush them. Take a platoon of your best men and see to it that the matter is addressed.”
 
   “Fifty granites, Sire?” the granite questioned. “Our dearly departed friend here estimated that the rebel forces numbered at least a thousand mages and mundane, not counting those who’d evacuated.”
 
   “Yes, quite right,” the Highest said thoughtfully. “That does seem a bit unbalanced, doesn’t it? Still, I’m certain that the rebel party will at least provide your men some measure of amusement. Call it an indulgence for a chosen few.”
 
   “Of course, Sire.” The guard bowed reverently and melted into the stone floor with barely a ripple.
 
   The Highest watched as the ripple smoothed, the stone floor becoming solid once again. More than once, he’d secretly wished for such an ability. Ah, to be able to travel at will, to transport one’s self through the sheer power of one’s own desire. Such a thing would be... would be...
 
   Less than useless to one such as myself, the Highest thought, once more batting down the foolish desire. What need had he of such a pointless power? What? He, the undisputed ruler of the world, to want for anything? Preposterous. He chuckled at the thought, one that was surely born of boredom. After all, having the fate of every soul on the planet in your hand for more than four thousand years, why... that kind of thing tends to get tedious.
 
   He did have one regret, however. He should have made Nestor to get rid of the corpse that still lay in the middle of the floor, blood already congealing on the cooling flesh.
 
   ***
 
   Nestor walked the halls of the barracks of the Granite Guard, seeking out his charges with purpose. His lord had given him an order. His life was to serve to the fullest extent of his ability.
 
   So why did he feel uneasy?
 
   Spying two favorites of his, he stopped the mages, ordering them to assemble in the central courtyard within the hour. The pair saluted smartly and departed at once to gather their gear, and Nestor was once again alone with his thoughts.
 
   There was something about the Highest’s eyes, his demeanor, that was unsettling to him. What that something was, exactly, he couldn’t say. He just knew that it was there.
 
   Nestor had been in service to the Highest most of his life. One hundred seventeen years this Whitesong, he thought to himself. Far longer than his chiseled middle-aged looks belied. And he’d been Chancellor to the Highest for the last eighty, directing the daily workings of the Veylin government, serving as Chief General of the Earthen Rank, sitting as Patriarch of the Granite Order, and ministering to the personal needs of the Highest himself. If the Highest was the head of the world, Nestor was most certainly the neck.
 
   In all those years, with all those responsibilities, he’d served the Highest with zealous abandon, earning time and again his master’s favor. He thought he’d seen every side that the Highest had to offer.
 
   Until just now.
 
   He’d noticed something in the Highest’s face when he dispatched that cowardly emerald. It wasn’t fear. What had the Vicar of the Crafter to be fearful of? Neither was it anger. But whatever ‘it’ was, he had sensed it when he and the traitor Laryn had brought news of the rebel prince’s escape, the mystery emotion hidden beneath his lord’s fury.
 
   Frustration? No, certainly not. For that would mean that the rebels had actually dealt a blow to the ruler of this world. As if that were possible, he scoffed.
 
   But even as he mocked, the truth of the matter dawned on him.
 
   Uncertainty.
 
   Flaw.
 
   In all his years of service to his lord, the Highest’s power had been absolute. His every whim was law. His whispered word was death, immediate and torturous. No one had ever dared to oppose the Highest and live to tell it. His rule had been perfect, unblemished.
 
   Until this past Greenfield, just after the Festival of Sowing. The Highest had meant to crush the rebel prince publicly, humiliate him, and set him to slave his days away in the dungeons, thus depriving the ‘Cause’ of its precious martyr.
 
   Instead, he and his fellow conspirators escaped, and the will of the Highest was thwarted.
 
   Flaw.
 
   Was it possible that the Vicar of the Crafter might have erred? Preposterous! For an error meant an imperfection, and everyone knew that the Vicar of the Crafter was perfect, without fault, without...
 
   Flaw.
 
   That thought echoed in the corridors of Nestor’s mind, as loudly as the clop of his booted feet. For weeks following the escape, that same thought had plagued him, fading to near silence until he was almost at peace with himself once more, only to be given new life with the resounding defeat of the Earthen Ranks at Caravan.
 
   Nestor tried vainly to shut the thought out. Shaking his head violently in uncertain denial, he trod purposefully toward the mess hall where he would surely find more of his charges. A team would be assembled, then dispatched to Caravan’s last known location. They would get there around nightfall the next day, midnight at the latest. With the Crafter’s blessing, they would find the rebels there, and obliterate them. With the Crafter’s blessing...
 
   Nestor prayed that it would be so. Not for his granites—fifty of his best men were more than enough to deal with so few enemies. And not for fear of the rebels—the Highest had survived a thousand such uprisings. No. He prayed the Crafter’s blessing for himself. For if He didn’t grant His blessing, and the granites failed, could Nestor still see the Highest as the Crafter’s Vicar? And if not the Vicar, who was the Highest?
 
   He paused momentarily to shake his head clear, hoping to knock loose his doubts before continuing. But to no avail. The clop of his boots resounded off the walls as he went, keeping perfect time with his echoing doubt.
 
   Flaw... flaw... flaw...
 
   ***
 
   “And you know the rest,” Jaren concluded. “Retzu organized work details to pack up the remaining wagons and get them moving before the reinforcements get there. He set the amethysts to lifting the lot of them, getting them as far from the campsite as possible. He also set a handful of amethysts aside from the lift to disburse the auric trail that our magical transport would leave behind, so any Rank that might come looking won’t have any means to track us. Once he had set them to work, he dispatched a rider by pegasus to warn Wayfarer’s Rest and the other villages, and then sent us ahead to find you.” Keth nodded his concurrence.
 
   “I assume that you’ll be able to transport us to their location safely, Keth?” Reit asked rhetorically. He knew well what the young granite was capable of. Jaren could be overzealous with his praise from time to time, but he always gave Reit the absolute truth as he saw it.
 
   “Aye, Lord Reit,” the granite said with just a hint of irritation. “And don’t you worry that any Granite Guards will find my backtrail. Very few of the Highest’s men have ever met me... and lived. And none of those were Granite Guards. They wouldn’t know my aura, so they wouldn’t be able to sense me if I were standing on top of them, wielding an earthquake. And there are enough granite aura trails at the former Caravan site that they wont be able to distinguish my trail from another’s. They’d be chasing backtrails for weeks before determining which one’s mine, and by that time, we’ll be long gone.”
 
   “It also helps that we were lifted with the first group of amethysts,” Jaren interjected. “Keth’s trail to this site starts far to the north of Caravan site. There is no way the Granite Guard will come across it any time soon.”
 
   Reit sat in silence for a moment, stroking his goatee thoughtfully and eying the mages. Jaren was haggard, his robes filthy but whole, thanks in large part to the granite’s amazing magics. Keth himself, in his normal leathers, seemed no worse for wear. Yet both of them were exhausted, having searched the night through and half the day to find Reit. His heart went out to them, wished he could let them rest, but there were still questions he needed answered.
 
   “Casualties?” he asked, refusing to acknowledge the growing lump in his throat. Time enough for that later.
 
   “Minimal,” Jaren said, more upbeat than he felt. “All told, we lost less than fifty mundane warriors, and even fewer mages. All Heads of Order and Guild are accounted for. Menkal got a little singed. And Master Seti, the blacksmith, lost his sledge arm, but he was being healed when we left. All in all, I think we gave the Highest something to think about.”
 
   Keth glowered at the mention of his wounded master’s name. “We destroyed their whole force to a man. I’d say our dead have been avenged,” he said fiercely.
 
   Reit looked hard at the granite mage, whose cold, stone eyes stared vainly into the fire pit, seeing only memories of the battle. The rebel leader almost rebuked the granite’s callousness, but thought better of it. No man should have to witness such carnage, let alone deal it out. But at least Keth had been there. Reit wondered how callous he himself would have been, having gone through what this farmboy-cum-mage had. If only he’d—
 
   “Don’t beat yourself up over it,” Jaren said, reading Reit’s expression. “We wouldn’t have let you fight even if you had stayed, so don’t even think it. You’re too important to the Cause.”
 
   Delana—who, with Marissa and a select few of the other refugees, had been listening to Jaren’s account of the battle—placed her arm around her husband, a gentle yet steadfast reminder of his importance, to her as well as to the Cause. No, he thought. I couldn’t have stayed. They wouldn’t have let me.
 
   Unable to stay silent a moment longer, Marissa spoke. Tears welled in her eyes, but to her credit, she didn’t allow a single one to fall. She asked in a small yet steely voice, “Where is Sal?”
 
   Jaren chose his words carefully, praising Sal for his courage and his selflessness. He was positive that Sal would turn up any time now, possibly already with Retzu and the other survivors. He was sure that Sal had escaped any serious harm. But if Reit had been a betting man, he’d have wagered that Marissa heard nothing beyond “I don’t know”.
 
   He felt like crying himself—for his people, for his missing friend, for himself. Instead, he started passing orders, spurring the camp into action. The Ranks would be pouring through the Vale in greater numbers now, which meant that the Vale was no longer safe, so Caravan would have to stay on the move. Once Keth returned with the rest of the refugees, Reit would order the lifting of the entire village over the Icebreaks. He knew it would be taxing on the already exhausted amethysts, and he knew it would have to be done in sections, but he could see no alternative. Anyone separated from the village during the lift would have to fend for themselves, at least for the time being. But even those not privy to Reit’s plans for Harvest knew there were ways of finding their way home, regardless of where the village happened to be on any given day. By the time Caravan reached Scholar’s Ford, Reit expected that most would have rejoined them.
 
   He just hoped, for Marissa’s sake, that a certain one-eyed diamond mage would turn out to be one of them.
 
   ***
 
   The smell of burnt bacon tickled at Sal’s nose, coaxing him back to consciousness. He might have ignored it, returning instead to that restful darkness, but his stomach barked loudly, waking him as thoroughly as any rooster could.
 
   He moaned slightly as he stirred, opening his eyes. He found himself on a thick pallet of luxuriant furs, piled high in the corner of a dimly lit, musty room. He snaked one hand through the fur quilt that covered him, easing his fingers to the floor below. Dirt, swept and packed. He cast his eyes to the wall opposite him. It was wood—stacked log, actually—and lined with more pelts, stretched for tanning.
 
   My God. A prison, a tent, and now a trapper’s lodge.
 
   It reminded Sal of his days in college, when an all-nighter could land him anywhere from a strange woman’s bed to the drunk tank at the county jail. He could almost hear his mother’s voice saying, “Jimmy, you’d better slow down or one morning you’re gonna wake up dead.” That one always got him.
 
   “Ah, ye be awake,” came a kindly voice. Sal stiffly craned his neck and found an old man—impossibly old, with skin as wrinkled and tough as the leather he was tanning—sitting next to the fire. He was very animate despite his age, and apparently strong as well, having brought Sal here from where he’d fallen. The codger shook an iron skillet over the fire, sloshing the popping bacon grease over the flames.
 
   “Nay, nay, don’tcha move,” the old furrier said sternly. “Ye were half dead when I found ye, and I’ll not have ye finishin’ the job.”
 
   Sal didn’t think he could move anyway. As he tried to sit up, the pain that had been a dull throbbing, dull and barely noticeable, flared brilliantly. Spots swam in his vision as dizziness stole over him. “Where am I?” he asked thickly, fighting a wave of nausea.
 
   “All depends on where yer wantin’ to be, I s’pose. Yer about a week’s walk northeast of Schel Veylin, or halfway between the Stormbreaks and the Icebreaks, or half a day north of the highroad, or a month west of Scholar’s Ford, or a month to twelve weeks from Bayton, take yer pick.”
 
   “Bastion, actually,” Sal said after a moment’s thought. If he had any hope of finding the others—of finding Marissa—it would be there.
 
   “Scholar’s Ford, then,” the furrier said sagely. “I dinna take ye for a trapper, and sure’n ye weren’t headin’ for Schel Veylin, not this far off the beaten trail. Methinks yer runnin’ from somethin’—hold ye there, friend, hold! I’m only aimin’ to help ye,” he added quickly, throwing up a placating hand to calm his startled guest.
 
   Sal forced himself to lay back on the pallet, still holding his host with a suspicious eye. Not like I could defend myself anyway, he thought sullenly. Right now, I couldn’t beat back a toddler with a loaded diaper.
 
   “I gave ye somethin’ for yer ails,” the man continued. “Ye were in great pain, thrashin’ around and such. Me herbs helped ye to rest. They should be wearin’ off soon, so I’m sure ye’ll be wantin’ to heal yerself. Milord mage,” he added nervously.
 
   Sal started, caught off guard. His left eye saw the old man as clearly as his right, with no hint of a green tinge. His eye was diamond!
 
   He remembered losing his grip on Emerald just before passing out. Not that it would have mattered much—the soulgem would have slipped from his magical grasp the moment he went unconscious anyway. But if the old man knew anything at all about the Gemstone Orders—and the fact that Sal didn’t exactly fit with any of them—he didn’t show it. He was just acting respectfully, if uncomfortably.
 
   “The other mage?” Sal croaked.
 
   “Dead, milord. Twisted around facing his rump, so he was. Took a mite to get him untangled, get his armor and whatnot from him. Sure’n ye’ll be wantin’ that for where yer goin’.”
 
   “How thoughtful of you,” muttered Sal dubiously.
 
   He wasn’t too sure about the old man. He sighed. Maybe I’m just a bit punch drunk from all the running, fighting, flying, falling, and near death experiences. That kind of crap takes it right out of you. Looking again at the old man, at the hangdog expression of the unappreciated, Sal softened. The old man was harmless.
 
   “Sorry, rough week. I owe you one.”
 
   The old man brightened immediately. Apology accepted, all was well again. “Bah, t’weren’t nothin’,” he waved the gratitude off very self-deprecatingly. “I done what I had to. Sure’n ye woulda died without me help. O’ course, I woulda mourned yer death,” he said, his voice trailed off wistfully.
 
   Sal started, and caught the shrewd glint hidden in the older man’s deceptively vacant eyes. Could this be a trap? What, out here in the middle of no where? Not a chance. Maybe he was just voicing concern for a stranger in need? Sal doubted it. Good Samaritan or not, what were the odds that he’d say those exact words to a total stranger?
 
   He hesitated a moment longer to choke down any remaining suspicions, then took a chance, hoping his gamble was the right one. “But the Cause must survive,” he answered.
 
   The old man cackled, slapping his leg in gratification and spilling a good deal of the bacon grease over the sputtering flames. “Aye, I thought so, so I did. I knew ye for one o’ me own soon as I laid me eyes on ye. Mikel du’Ander is me name, or Ol’ Mik as I’m called. I’m beyond carin’ which.”
 
   “Pleased to meet you. James Salvatori, or Sal as I’m called,” Sal replied with a small wave.
 
   “Sal,” Mikel said, the name sounding oddly familiar on the old man’s tongue. From far across the cabin common area, Mikel’s eyes seemed to flicker oddly, as if in recognition, but it was gone as quickly as it appeared, leaving Sal to wonder if it had just been a trick of the light.
 
   “Well met, milord mage,” the old man said finally, growing sober and somewhat wistful. “Well met, so we are, and glad to know ye. Odd name, that. James Salvatori. It’s been many a year since I heard the like.”
 
   “You’ve heard my name before?” Sal asked, at first startled, then just merely curious. If the old man had heard his name before, he’d surely learned it from his contacts in Caravan. After all, no one else on the planet knew he existed.
 
   The question snapped Mikel back to reality. “Huh? Wha—? Oh! No, not quite like that. Similar names, to be sure. Ye can hardly be the traveled man that I am without pickin’ up an odd name hither and yon. But yers is such a one as I ain’t heard in many a year. Aye, since I was a wee lad...
 
   “But that’s matters of a day long gone. Let’s have word o’ today, hmm?” Not waiting for an answer, Mikel leaned forward, his frying pan all by forgotten on a cooling grate near the hearth. “Word told o’ some big to-do far north o’ here. Troops amassin’ near Caravan, plannin’ to put the come hither on el’Yatza, the village, the Cause, the lot of it. Word come down to me too late to do much by it. Could only sit on me keister and wait to be useful. Thank the Crafter I did that, aye?”
 
   Sal grunted his agreement. Be it God, or the Crafter, or whatever, he was definitely running up a big tab with Someone.
 
   “Know ye if el’Yatza made good his escape?” Mikel asked, concern etched on his leathery old face.
 
   “Yeah, he got away. Wasn’t too pleased with having to leave, but a certain emerald wouldn’t take no for an answer.”
 
   “That would be Jaren, so it would,” the old man chuckled. “Been lookin’ after his bacon since they was kids. And his twin?”
 
   Suddenly, Sal was uncertain, concerned. It had all happened so fast. “I don’t know. I was in the air and chasing down that granite before I knew what was happening. I know we were holding our own up until that point, but beyond that...”
 
   Mikel nodded his understanding. “The Cause is good and just, and what the Crafter wills, so shall it be,” he said with a confident nod. “Now then, let’s see to yer healin’. You can heal, can you not?”
 
   Sal thought for a moment, then just nodded. No sense in confusing his mundane understanding of the arcane. He obviously didn’t know much about it, if he didn’t notice that Sal’s eye was clear and not emerald-tinted.
 
   Reaching into his soul, he touched the emerald magic, drew it into himself. His gemstone eye shifted spectra, the familiar green tinge coming over his primary sight. He closed his eyes and got a sense of his body, his injuries. They were extensive, but not life threatening. He trickled mana into his body, dulling the various aches and pains he had. With Mikel’s help—the tottering old codger seemed to get in the way more often than not—they popped Sal’s hip into place. Even filled with mana as he was, waves of red hot agony shot through him as the joint slid home, bringing with them waves of nausea. He fought the pain, fought to remain conscious. Finally, his head cleared, and the pain subsided.
 
   With everything back in its proper place, Sal released the magic full on into his body, to seek out and repair any damage it might find. He felt the magic spread from his heart outward like ice in his veins. He shivered as the emerald wave flowed slowly from chest to neck, shoulders to arms, abdomen to legs, leaving healing power in its wake. He could feel cuts sealing themselves, forming the smallest puckered scars. A grinding sound issued from his ribs, his hip, his leg, as jagged bone fragments met, knitting themselves back together. The throb in his hip quieted as the stretched tendons mended. As the magic spread, the pain diminished, then disappeared all together. By the time the spell reached his toes, there was not a sore spot on his body. He was again whole.
 
   He didn’t know how long the healing took, but when he opened his eyes again, Mikel was scraping his skillet out over the embers of the fire. Not that his eyes stayed open long. The spell had drained him so that he was snoring moments later.
 
   ***
 
   Sal woke before dawn the next morning, the grey half-light seeping through the pane glass windows of the hearth-lit cabin. But if he thought to sneak away before the old man woke, he was sadly disappointed. Mikel was already up and about, bustling around the cabin as if he’d been at it for hours.
 
   “Morning,” Sal said groggily, though more from an excess of sleep than from a lack thereof.
 
   “Aye, mornin’ back to ye, milord mage,” Mikel returned, not slowing a bit. “Are ye ready to set yer feet to the dusty trail?”
 
   “Yeah, I feel great, thanks. But what are you doing?”
 
   “What’s it look like to ye? I’m packin’ me things up. Even by wagon, it’s two weeks to a half-month ride to Scholar’s Ford, dependin’ on how hard ye push yer horses, and if we aim to get there afore I die, we needs be headin’ out. I ain’t got many years left, don’tcha know.”
 
   That got Sal up. “Whoa, wait a second. You know what’s going on out there. It’s dangerous. I can’t let you go risking your life on my account.”
 
   The old man waved him off. “Bah! I’ve been in and outta trouble with the Highest most o’ me life. In fact, I kinda been missin’ it, stuck out here in the boonies as I am. Semi-retired, I guess ye could call me. Truth be known, I could really use a break from these ol’ walls here—get the blood flowin’, don’tcha know. Why, I can remember the first time I found meself on his royal Highestness’s own bad side...”
 
   Mikel chattered away, never ceasing in his business. One pack was no sooner full of cooking supplies that he began filling another with spare clothing, still spieling out his yarn. It was clear before he even started that Sal was going to get nowhere trying to convince the old codger to stay home.
 
   “If you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em,” he sighed, his comment lost in Mikel’s torrential chitchat. So join him he did. In an hour, they were loaded in a rickety horse-drawn flatbed and bouncing along the deep ruts of a well-worn trail. The sun was just breaking the horizon as they left out, Mikel’s cabin vanishing into the dense foliage of the Veylin woods.
 
   It turned out to be a beautiful morning. The air was pleasantly cool and humid. The song of myriad forest animals rose with the thick morning mist, greeting the new day. Free of the musty cabin, the smoky hearth, the dusty firs, and other trappings of civilization, Sal found that he could smell honeysuckle in the air, strong and vibrant.
 
   Honeysuckle, of all things! Strange that he should smell such a familiar scent in this world so far removed from his own, but there it was—along with pine, and alfalfa, and many other scents that seemed to speak to him from his childhood, scents he’d long forgotten. After years of military life—of boats and desks and deserts—it never occurred to him how that kind of life could weed out such “unnecessary” memories. He closed his eyes and took it all in, and for a time he could almost pretend he was a kid again.
 
   He could see himself, sitting on the front porch of his granny’s house, a scant fifteen miles from home, but seeming a world away. He had his feet propped up and his eyes shut, just soaking in the first Saturday of summer break, the last summer before high school. He didn’t know it yet, but it was gonna be a summer to remember. Cane poles leaned against the wall where his cousin Ben has set them out the night before. They almost begged him to take them down to Abbey Creek and haul in a mess of crappie.
 
   About that time, Buckwild came running around the end of the porch, his floppy jowls partially hiding the rabbit he’d killed. Dangit, he was gonna have to get after that mutt before Granny found out. He wouldn’t do it just then, though. He might disturb her while she was working on lunch—or “dinner”, as she called the mid-afternoon meal, which was followed promptly five hours later by “supper”.
 
   Jimmy always thought the way she talked was hilarious, and found himself translating his own words into Granny words, just for kicks. “Lunch and dinner” became “dinner and supper”. “I think” became “I reckon”. Kids were “young’uns” or “chilluns”. The plural (or singular, for that matter) of “you” was “y’all”—well, unless you were from Tulsa like Aunt Linda, then it was “you-uns”. He’d adopted “y’all” at an early age, and it suited him just fine.
 
   He took a deep pull of the late-morning air, filling his nose with the smell of honeysuckle, mixed with the spice scent of Granny’s peach cobbler that she’d set on the window sill to cool. He knew better than to sneak a taste, but since when did knowing better mean anything? Wouldn’t be the first switchin’ he ever got, probably wouldn’t be the last. Maybe instead of fishing, he could talk Ben into swimming. It would sure be hot enough today. At ten o’ clock, the weatherman was already saying it was ninety degrees. Jimmy figured they’d have Abbey Creek all to themselves for at least an hour before Rebecca Lynn Collier and her sister came down, dragging about half the town with them. Even at fifteen, the brash, raven-haired beauty had all the boys wrapped around her little finger. And the way Becky filled out a two-piece...
 
   A sharp jolt shook the wagon, unsympathetically jerking his mind back to the present and nearly dumping him onto the narrow floorboard in the process. Mikel snickered lightly at the city boy, unable to keep his seat in a wooden cart. The jolt brought Sal back to reality, and it was just as well. He hadn’t thought about Becky in years, but now that he was so far from home, those memories called to him. He wondered what Granny might be doing now, if she had heard that her boy was lost in the jungles of Laos, if she feared he’d never return...
 
   No, you ain’t goin’ there, he thought, forcibly returning his mind to the task at hand, namely to get to Bastion and find his friends. No use daydreaming of home until he’d at least accomplished that much. For now, home was lost to him, and there was no guarantee that he’d ever find a way back. But Lord willing, a trip to Bastion would at least render some answers.
 
   For the rest of the morning and well into the afternoon, the wagon bumped along the ill-used path, rattling Sal’s teeth in his head. He could swear the wheels sought out the deepest ruts in the road. The meandering path straightened only sporadically, and even those stretches were riddled with potholes, so most of the time the wagon moved along at a walk. For almost twelve hours, Sal’s backside tried to convince him that it would be easier—and less painful—to walk the entire way to Scholar’s Ford. Sal was just about to give in to his rear’s demands when they finally reached the highroad. Mikel reined in a few hundred feet from the straight, hard-packed stretch of road.
 
   “We’ll camp here,” Mikel said, pulling off the path into a small clearing that was well hidden from the highroad. “Me next campsite’d take us well after sundown t’ reach, so I’d just as soon not press me luck. Many are the brigands on the highroad these days, and trouble’s best uninvited, if ye catch me meaning.”
 
   “Hey, it’s your world, boss,” he said in his best Shawshank voice, quoting the movie line before catching the irony of the statement. It was enough to set him to laughing.
 
   “What in blazes’ gotten into ye, I wonder?” Mikel muttered quizzically.
 
   “Nothing,” Sal said, still chuckling. “An old movie quote that seemed appropriate. You know, a ‘movie’? Mov... ah, never mind. Just hand me that rucksack.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 16
 
   Nestor, one with the soil and rock he was joined with, sped through the earth toward the last known location of the rebel camp. Sensing the mass of magical auras just ahead, he surged upward, emerging from the ground like a redmeat fish swimming upstream to spawn. His booted feet made a muffled thump as he fell back to the now-solid forest floor. The sound was echoed by a chorus of similar thumps as his party of granites followed suit.
 
   “Fan out,” he ordered. “Remember, this was a battle site, so look sharp.” His lieutenants went about passing his orders along without so much as a hint of salute. Nestor grunted his appreciation. After more than a hundred years in service to the Highest—much of that time in a position of authority—it was well known that he would not suffer time being wasted on a salute. They could “snap to” for another high ranking officer all they wanted, but the Chief General of the Granite Guard cared nothing for such formality. He only wanted results.
 
   He cast his eyes across the open field where Caravan stood only two short days ago. He didn’t wonder what the field might look like to natural or translucent eyes, as other granites might. He wasn’t distracted by the absence of light, nor did he obsess over the colors lost to him—the green of the grass, the yellow of the sun above and the buttercups below, the red-brown of the blood-laden soil. He’d long ago come to terms with Granite’s “blessing” of magical sight. The lack of natural vision was a fact of life for a granite, one that drove most to apathy, to insensate logic. It might well have done the same thing to Nestor, had it not been for a certain token of the Highest’s esteem...
 
   He pushed that thought far from his mind. No time to dwell on such trivialities, not while there was a job to be done.
 
   His eyes took in the scene, picking out the different residual auras that cluttered the area. Many auras were the result of simple cantrips, enchanted objects, the leavings of a typical village. These he dismissed immediately. Some auras, on the other hand, were more interesting. One in particular showed some sort of blending of auras, Ruby and Sapphire to be precise. Interesting, true, but nothing that would tell him where the rebel village had escaped to.
 
   As he worked, he systematically tuned out those auras that seemed to have no direct relation to the battle, auras so weak that they could never belong to an aggressive spell. He stripped away aura after aura, until finally his experienced eyes saw only the ones he needed.
 
   An ice wall, perhaps twelve feet thick, maybe fifteen, no telling how tall... and backed with glass? Beyond the shattered ruins of the shield was a strip of cooled magma. He could see the half-vaporized remains of human bone lodged in the cooled volcanic glass, and perhaps the odd sword here and there. Further...              
 
   What’s this? he thought. He saw the faint shimmer of violet ascending from a sloppy multicolored mess of auras. In and of itself, the aura didn’t mean anything to him. But barely six feet from the ground, the aura just... vanished.
 
   “Jaeda,” he said casually.
 
   “Yes sir,” came a voice over his right shoulder. Nestor turned to see the young woman approaching. She was tall, firmly built but not bulky. Definitely a lady in every sense of the word. And one of the few he’d ever encountered that had no trace of the typical bitterness that afflicted most granites. He raised his fingers to the crystal pendant that swung from its chain around his neck, touched it ever so briefly, then dropped his hand before the temptation could overtake him.
 
   “Jaeda, what do you make of this?” he asked, indicating the partial aura. He knew her answer before she spoke it, but he wanted confirmation. In the few years he’d known her, he’d come to rely on her candor, her intuitiveness. She came highly recommended by the Spire, having never done any real field work but making great advances in the study of alternative Granite abilities, and passing these on to her students, who went on to become some of his most effective Guards. He was glad that she had been in Veylin on Spire business when he was recruiting for this detail. Her insight had proven time and again to be a great asset, and he expected even greater things on this mission. Even considering her questionable family ties, she’d never given him any reason to doubt her loyalty. He trusted her implicitly. Well, as much as he trusted anyone under his command.
 
   “Amethyst aura,” she stated obviously. “By the looks of it, the remains of a lifting spell. Levitation. And it’s been erased.”
 
   “I suspected as much,” Nestor replied with a nod. He scratched his chin, weighing his options. “Your brother ever demonstrate an ability like that?”
 
   “Of course, Chief General. Dozens of times. As you know, amethysts have the ability to sense and channel energies. Auric residue is a form of energy, so it’s quite easy for an amethyst to displace the aura; to erase it, as it were, so that it would be virtually invisible even to the trained eye.”
 
   “Do you think that Gaelen was a part of this rebel group?”
 
   “Hard to say. He joined the Resistance after I’d left for Bastion,” she said without missing a beat. “I suppose it’s possible that he was here, but I doubt it. I don’t recognize his signature in any of these amethyst auras.”
 
   “Thank you,” he said, deflated. Had Jaeda’s traitorous brother been with this group, she might have been able to pinpoint his location, and thus the location of the rebels. He moved to dismiss her, but stopped. “On second thought...”
 
   “Of course, Chief General,” she said quickly, although Nestor could sense the slightest twinge of reluctance in her voice. He hated when justice came down to calling on someone to betray their own kin, as it inevitably caused a conflict of interest. But such conflicts ultimately served to make the whole stronger. For the glory of the Highest, of course. He had no doubt that should he call upon her, the conflict would be a short one. She was as devoted to the Highest as he, of that there was no question. He just hated himself having to bring such a loyal subject to that point.
 
   The female granite tugged at the fingers of her gauntlet, pulling the glove off with a rasp of leather upon skin. Free of the encumbrance, Jaeda knelt down and thrust her hand into the ground. Her wielding was instantaneous. She paused for a moment, her hand one with the earth, her glowing brown eyes taking on a faraway look, before shaking her head. “Nothing,” she said dispassionately. “He’s either not touching the ground with any exposed skin, or not close enough to feel his aura without him actually wielding. I’m sorry, Chief General.”
 
   “No apologies are necessary, my dear. You may continue your search. See if you can find any trace of them bottomside.”
 
   “Yes sir,” she said as she wielded, melting into the earth.
 
   Nestor watched the young granite disappear into the ground with a ripple, then turned his attention back to the violet aura with an intensity that promised to pull the very information he wanted right out of the air.
 
   ***
 
   Reit stretched as he stood from his perch near the breakfast kettle that Delana had left for him. Though she’d labored into the small hours of the morning, she was up with the sun, organizing people for today’s transport. He could just picture her, enlisting Menkal and his sapphires in scouting paths with the least turbulence, or mobilizing Jaren and his emeralds to service the fatigue of her amethysts. If anyone in camp could sympathize with Delana, it was Jaren. They were working themselves to near exhaustion trying to keep the amethysts energized and aloft. They used what few pegasi they had at their disposal to shoulder some of the burden of the lift, but it simply was not enough. Reit just sighed and shook his head, for lack of profanity befitting their situation. At this rate, I’ll be down to Rubies and Sapphires by week’s end.
 
   As taxing as the lift was on the Greens and Violets, it was working. Caravan’s outriders had found no sign of pursuit so far, though Reit warned them not to wander far from camp. All it would take was one careless move and it would be “game over.” He snickered as he thought of Sal’s otherworldly slang, one of the few phrases that odd young man used that Reit had actually understood, in fact. He’d ceased worrying over the fair haired stranger long ago, instead simply wishing him well and praying the Crafter’s Hand over him. He was too busy worrying about “what is” to waste time on “what might be”. Let tomorrow worry about itself, he thought, as Delana had said a hundred times before. Good advice, no matter that he wasn’t Plainsfolk.
 
   A panicked mooing came from over head, and Reit looked up in time to see a group of cattle float by, followed by two men on horseback, and finally a mage in a flowing violet robe. To Reit’s amusement, it seemed the horsemen were faring worse than their blindfolded mounts. Reit could do little else but wave as they passed overhead, and duck whatever curses they happened to hurl down at him.
 
   It seemed that Delana was setting her amethysts to work earlier each day. Before long, Reit expected to wake to a cold breakfast and an empty clearing, his wagon being the last to go. He watched the mage lift the cattle over the village and toward the mountains to the east, where the village was due to be reassembled by nightfall. Seeing those massive beasts suspended in mid-air did queer things to the stomach. He decided that he’d forgo the lift today in favor of Keth’s form of travel. That too was distasteful to him, but he’d rather travel in blackness than hung on a cloud high in the air.
 
   “The Icebreaks,” Reit whispered to himself as his eyes fell on the snow-capped peaks more than a full day’s ride to the northeast. Keth had scouted the area the day before, and he reported that he could sense no active magic of any kind for miles around. Reit hoped the boy was right.
 
   Before the attack on Caravan, Reit had made a list of a number of possible rendezvous sites, places where Caravan could reassemble in relative safety. Now that it had actually happened, only the Aedenlee Foothills at the southeastern tip of the Icebreaks seemed to make sense to him. He knew that he was taking a terrible risk, bringing Caravan so close to the cursed forest, but there was little else he could do that would guarantee the same protection that Aeden’s Lost Garden might provide, should it become necessary to seek shelter among its storied trees.
 
   For thousands of years—perhaps since before the Rending itself—nightmarish tales have circulated around that vast expanse of forest. Tales abound of the outlandish creatures that make their residence there, the abyssal ruins of a once great civilization, and the dragons rumored to rule the skies above. The forest was shrouded in such myth as to terrify the most intrepid explorer. Many a man lived out their lives on the streets of Aeden’s Runoff, and on the banks of the river after which it was named, without ever so much as dipping a toe in the swift flowing water for fear that some evil taint might seep through the skin and into the bones.
 
   Reit secretly thought the tales were laughable. Having long since become disillusioned with such superstitions, he found them interesting at best, distracting at worst. But it was that very superstition that he hoped to employ. If the Crafter willed it, the Earthen Rank might find Caravan’s proximity to the cursed forest distasteful enough to leech the urgency out of their chase.
 
   To the east, a raven cawed, and flapped its way across Reit’s field of vision, its black body silhouetted against the white of the snowcaps in the distance.
 
   A raven. A omen of good portents in some cultures, evil in others. Reit followed its flight until it disappeared into the trees again, and he couldn’t help but wonder. If he had been a superstitious man, how would he view the flight of the raven?
 
   ***
 
   The day passed slowly for Nestor. Every hour a new trail would be discovered, and his granites would chase the trail like bloodhounds on a scent, only to be disappointed when the trail inevitably doubled back on itself and returned to the camp. Each disappointment chiseled at the dyke of Chief General’s confidence, weakening it against the torrent of doubt it held back.
 
   Though he could not see the day darkening, he could feel the chill creeping into the air, and saw the pale blue circle of the moon rising through the white sky above the treetops. Night was coming, and fast.
 
   When he couldn’t justify putting it off any longer, he called the Granite Guard to camp. The stony eyed mages reluctantly left off the chase for the time being and made their evening preparations. Nestor’s magical sight took in the scene as the troop began building their invisible fires, and suddenly he was overtaken with the desire to see the fires as normal men did, the red and orange flames flickering chaotically, throwing back the shadows of the coming night. He found his hand creeping, almost of its own volition, toward the pendant that hung from his neck, and he jerked his arm back smartly.
 
   “Stress?” asked the voice behind him sweetly. It was Jaeda. “My joints do that sometimes, when I’m stressed. I can’t tell you how many times I had to pop my knees and elbows in the Spire, just before a big test.”
 
   “Wouldn’t you be stressed?” he answered none too pleasantly as he turned to face her. “I’ve got the very Vicar of the Crafter demanding that I, personally, bring him the head of the rebellion, and all I have to show for my efforts thus far is an empty meadow with a veritable rabbit warren of auric trails that lead nowhere.”
 
   She cast her eyes slightly downward and nodded. “Yes, he is quite demanding at that. He desires the near impossible, and expects that we lowly granites can deliver.”
 
   “My dear, that borders on blasphemy,” Nestor murmured, taken aback, though he couldn’t tell whether it was because of the young woman’s nerve, or that her concerns mirrored his own.
 
   “Absolutely not, Chief General,” she said, unruffled. “I’m simply stating that the Vicar of the Crafter will, in his wisdom, see that if we produce nothing from this most righteous charge, then the Crafter Himself willed that there was nothing to produce.”
 
   Nestor stared at her for a long moment, taking her in. He’d imagined her many times, what she would look like through eyes of flesh. He could see the tight yellow curls of her hair as pitch black, her yellow-accented cheekbones instead hidden beneath her creamy brown skin, her full orange lips as painted ruby red, according to the fashion of unmarried Mandiblean women. He could also see her strength, her self-possession, though he needed no natural eyes for that. It was in her stance, in her words. Though many women resisted the granite malaise, Jaeda did it with such determination, such courage, that it could be easy to imagine her standing against even the Highest. So strong, that woman, so full of life. And so dangerously clever...
 
   “I’ll take your suggestion under advisement, Lieutenant,” he said carefully, emphasizing her rank to bring a note of formality on the conversation. He wasn’t sure what he hoped to accomplish with that, whether to stem her growing tendency toward insubordination, or to insinuate that her suggestion would be kept in confidence, as among professionals. Either way, it seemed right to him, if only to let her know just how uncomfortable such conversation made him. “But I will not give up the chase so quickly.”
 
   “Of course not, Chief General,” Jaeda said just as formally, though Nestor caught the sneaky hint of a twinkle in her blue-black gemstone eyes.
 
   ***
 
   Jaeda yawned as she stretched her back, working out kinks that only fourth watch could deliver. She could see her watch partners on the far side of the encampment, slumping in various stages of catatonia. None were asleep, per se, but they definitely fell short of being fully alert.
 
   So much the better.
 
   Taking a cue from her compatriots, she leaned back against the thick trunk of a bitterbark tree, and slumped in apparent relaxation. Looking up, she picked out one of the fist sized bitterbark fruits that hung above her head. Focusing on the fruit’s stem, she wielded. The stem turned to ash instantly and the fruit dropped to the ground beside her, its thin rind cracking almost all the way around. She picked up the fruit, pried the fruit open, and pinched out a bit of the melon-like innards, letting its sweet tang work its way over her tongue as she cast one more glance at the other watchmen. Satisfied that she was unobserved, she placed her bare hand on the ground and wielded, her hand melting into the earth.
 
   She was careful to shield her probes, lest any of the nearby granites feel her use of mana and grow curious. She felt nothing, same as when she tried to locate Gaelen earlier in the day for Chief General Nestor. She wouldn’t have told the puppet of the Highest if she had found Gaelen, but it was disappointing all the same.
 
   Well, maybe “puppet” was a bit unfair. Misled, perhaps. The man was clever, more so than most granites. She’d expect that from any man who was more than twice her father’s age, but almost never from a granite regardless of how many seasons they’d seen. But clever though he might be, Nestor was oblivious to the “wrongness”, for lack of a better word, of the Highest’s rule. She had always felt in her heart, even before she’d been cursed with granite magic, that no one man should rule the world. No one man had that much love in his heart, save perhaps the promised messac’el. A man long ago prophesied, the Heart of the Crafter was said to be loving, kind, longsuffering but just, merciful, and of good humor, having come once before Ysra tuk'sheol, and promised to return. Of course, the Way of el contradicted the Highest’s claim to be the Vicar of the Crafter, so he’d outlawed the practice of the religion and put a bounty on the head of every priest of the Way. It had been the Crafter’s own hand that had saved the scant few that remained, and even now the outlawed faith thrived in secret.
 
   A familiar twinge broke her from her musings. A tingle, quite faint, beckoned her from the northeast, just on the near side of the Icebreaks if she was any judge. She reached out to that tingle with her mind, and wielded.
 
   The aura she sensed winked out for a moment, then blinked twice before returning steadily. She smiled.
 
   Are you alright? she said, her magic pulsing out a code that very few people knew.
 
   Yeah, just exhausted, came Gaelen’s tapped reply. Why don’t you call the dogs off, huh? I’m getting tired of carrying wagons and cattle and people over miles of open air.
 
   I can’t suggest that kind of thing to the Chief General yet, but I’m working on it. Have you spoken to el’Yatza?
 
   No. Been too busy. I’ll see if I can get an audience with him in the morning before the lift.
 
   Good. And tell him thank you in advance for keeping my confidence.
 
   Of course. A pause. You know, Keth—
 
   She sighed, and wielded a jolt that cut her brother off. She could almost see him jump in surprise as the ground suddenly heaved under his hand. Served him right for trying to play matchmaker. For the last time, no! How many times do I have to tell you that I don’t need to be romantically involved right now? I can do just fine on my own, thank you! And besides, I am a granite, which means he might try to question me. He has to learn how to wield Granite on his own. Anything I tell him might slow his progress, and frankly I find the things he’s discovered to be quite fascinating. This Sal person must have really been a good influence on him.
 
   Well, he was something, that’s for sure. I never actually talked to him, but for some reason he occupies my mind quite a lot. Almost as if I’m drawn to him.
 
   Gaelen, that’s sick.
 
   No! Not like that!
 
   I’m kidding, you flea-ridden minta’hk.
 
   Oh. Right. Anyway, I don’t know what it is, but there’s just something about him, a kind of pull that all the mages here feel but don’t really notice. Only reason I did is because I started thinking about him as often as I do Hali.
 
   The tailor’s daughter? Seems I remember you mentioning her once or twice...
 
   Yes. My betrothed. So glad you remembered her.
 
   So the stranger reminds you of your betrothed, does he? This conversation just keeps getting worse...
 
   Anyway… he tapped pointedly, giving Jaeda the amusing impression that he was not amused. That’s why most of us in Caravan don’t believe that he’s dead, because the pull is still there.
 
   Well, whatever the man does, if he can inspire a new granite who’s bent on murder to embrace his “curse” the way Keth has, he can’t be all bad.
 
   Sure you don’t want to discuss this with Keth personally?
 
   Yes, I’m sure. Ask me again, and I swear by the Crafter Himself that I’ll bring you before the Tribunal of the Sands for Malicious Acts against a Granite Guard.
 
   You wouldn’t have a leg to stand on. The Tribunal supports arranged marriages.
 
   Right! And I’m the older sibling here, am I not? My petition to have YOU married off would be more widely respected than any you could bring. And since your betrothed is currently unavailable, I could always fix you up with one of my old friends from the wharf. I’m sure Hali won’t mind. Marriage of necessity, and all that. Perhaps that nice sapphire that was training as a shol’tuk adherent? She always seemed to have her eye on you...
 
   You wouldn’t dare!
 
   Wouldn’t I? Greta knows our tap code as well as you do. It wouldn’t be too much trouble for me to—
 
   Alright, alright. No to Keth.
 
   Thanks. By the way, where are you headed tomorrow?
 
   East, to Aedenlee. We’re trying to reach the River Rhu’sai, a river that flows out of the mountains on the western edge of Aeden’s Lost Garden. Reit says that we can ride the Rhu’sai all the way to Bastion.
 
   Jaeda gasped in sudden inspiration. A thought, wholly unbidden, formed in her mind. It was vague at first, but crystallized faster than she could pulse. Gaelen, pay close attention. This is what I want you to tell Reit tomorrow...
 
   ***
 
   Reit stumbled, half asleep, from the wagon he and Delana had called home for so long. Again, she had disappeared with the dawn, leaving only his breakfast warming by the fire to let him know she had even slept there the night before. He was just waking up enough to miss her when she came around the corner.
 
   “Oh good, your awake, love.”
 
   “Barely. Nice to actually see you once in a while,” he said, his grin belying the bite of his words.
 
   “Absence fertilizes the soil of the heart,” she said, quoting Unending Seasons, the sacred writings that formed the basis of her native Plainsfolk philosophy. She pushed gently past him and scooped up his bowl from beside the breakfast kettle. “Sorry to rush you, but there is somebody you have to see. Besides me,” she added, cheerful but firm, in answer to his suggestive look.
 
   “What’s it about?” he asked, his mirth evaporating as crumbled eggs and bacon floated on invisible hands from the kettle into his bowl. She didn’t generally rush him into anything, so if she was so intent on getting him to see this fellow promptly, he thought it wise to go along.
 
   “You’ll see when you meet him. You know... on second thought,” she added, pausing long enough to dump the contents of Reit’s bowl into a hastily produced linen handkerchief, “maybe you should eat on the way.”
 
   ***
 
   Reit congratulated himself on making it all the way across the village without spilling crumbled eggs down the front of his jerkin. He was just scooping the last crumbs into his mouth when they reached a small tent, somewhat tattered by the abuse of the last few days. A young Mandiblean amethyst sat at the entrance, stirring the ashes of last night’s fire.
 
   “ el’Yatza,” the young man breathed as he and Delana approached. He hastily dropped the stick and stood, brushing his hands over the more dusty parts of his leather breeches. It didn’t help much.
 
   “Please, we’re alone,” Reit said, shaking out the linen square of his breakfast ‘plate’ and stuffing it into a pocket. “Just call me Reit. My wife said you wanted to see me?”
 
   “Yes, el-ahhh, Reit,” he stammered before righting himself. “My name is Gaelen o’Tobin.”
 
   “I know the Tobins. Fine people. Distantly related to Senosh’s tribe, as I recall.”
 
   “Very distant, sir. About five generations back, I believe. My lord—”
 
   “Reit,” he reminded gently.
 
   “Reit,” the young man corrected, “I need to talk to you about my sister, Jaeda. She’s a Granite Guard. No, wait, it’s not like that,” Gaelen said, palms up in pleading as Reit started.
 
   Reit looked in disbelief at his wife. “You knew about this?”
 
   “Just hear him out, love,” Delana insisted.
 
   Reit stared at her a moment longer before finally taking a seat across from Gaelen. “Alright. If it’s not like that, what is it like?” he asked cautiously.
 
   The young man licked his lips nervously, then followed Reit’s lead and sat down, Delana joining them to the side.
 
   “Perhaps I should tell you a little about myself first. My sister and I were orphaned very young. I don’t even remember how it happened. We were found by Tribe Tobin, and they adopted us.
 
   “The elders of Tribe Tobin are faithful followers of the Way of el, and the tribe awaits the Heart to this day. We felt the call of el on our lives as well, so much so that I joined the priesthood. I was a Minister and well on my way to Low Deacon before I left to join you.
 
   “Jaeda felt the call too, but she ascended to the Granite Tile before she could enter the sistry. She tried to reject the magic, but quickly found out that nothing short of death would come between her and Granite. She would have preferred death, too, had it not been for the precepts of el concerning suicide.” Gaelen’s face grew pale with the telling, and his voice faltered as he added, “The Highest’s men were quite... persuasive. She left for the Granite Spire the following morning.”
 
   The young amethyst fell silent for a moment as he struggled with the memory a moment, then cleared his throat and went on. “She would write to me from the Spire. They have this special ink that they use so that their writing is more visible to granite eyes. To me, it looked like liquid silver. I thought it was so beautiful.” He smiled at the reminiscence, his gemstone eyes taking on a far-away glaze. “We eventually worked out a code so that we could talk to one another without having to wait on letter carriers. It was a variation of the drum code.”
 
   “A code?” Reit asked, his interest piqued.
 
   “Yes. The drum code is one that the tribes use to communicate over great distances. The number and duration of beats spell out words, almost like script.”
 
   Reit nodded impatiently. He’d long known the drum code, and had even entertained the notion using it himself, but the forests of the Vale had proven too thick to allow the beats to carry more than a few miles.
 
   Gaelen pressed on. “Well, in one of her letters, she wrote, ‘Sometimes, I miss you so much that I can almost feel your presence, my brother. Touch the ground each sunset if you feel the same.’ Now, I had no clue what she meant by that, but that was nothing new, as she often wrote cryptic messages in her letters, to hide her true meaning from prying eyes. 
 
   “I was out hunting spiral-horn deer in the greenlands just outside of Deitrich that next evening. I was crawling through the tall grasses, hunting with my spear instead of magic, as Tobin custom demands. I spied a beautiful three-foot spiral buck, and was just about to spring when I felt a... ‘nudge’ is the only way I can explain it. It was as if the ground under me pushed back.
 
   “I panicked and stood up, prodding the dirt with my spear. But there was nothing in the dirt to prod! I stood their for a moment, then crouched low again, pressing my palm back to the ground.
 
   “I felt another nudge—quite insistently, I must say. Then I remembered what Jaeda had written in her letter, and for lack of any better ideas, I tapped the ground twice, as the elders would a drum, the replaced my hand.
 
   “She was so overjoyed that her idea worked. I was too, once the initial shock wore off. We’ve talked nearly every day after that, using the old drum code to tap out messages to each other.”
 
   Reit latched onto this with the ferocity of a starving man. “The drum code... can anyone use it?”
 
   “No. Only mages, and one of them has to be a granite.”
 
   “Good enough, good enough. Delana, will you go tell Keth that I—”
 
   “Oh, no, el’Ya—errr, Reit! Please don’t. Jaeda would just as soon you keep this in the strictest confidence, for Keth’s sake. She’s afraid that any help she gives him in his mastery of Granite would ultimately hurt his ability to teach himself. If you wish, you can teach him the code itself, but Jaeda asks that you do not suggest to him how he might use it. Let him figure that out on his own.”
 
   Reit swore an oath that made Delana perk her eyebrows up, but he bit back any stinging comments he might have directed at the young Mandiblean. He could see the wisdom in Jaeda’s logic. Even Jaren and Menkal, the resident experts in all things arcane, were surprised with Keth’s growing skill. Who knew what kind of effect a single suggestion from another granite might have on his studies?
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said through his teeth. “I shouldn’t have let my temper get the better of me. But did she tell you anything that I could use?”
 
   A slow, mischievous grin worked its way across Gaelen’s features, and Reit felt his spirits begin to lift.
 
   “Do you want me to start with her work within the granite detachment that’s following us, or with her idea to get them off our trail?”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 17
 
   If he had been zealous for his Cause before, Reit was manic by the time he had finished speaking with Gaelen.
 
   A granite sworn to the Cause! Just a few short weeks before, Reit would have never believed he would recruit even one, let alone a second—a woman within the Granite Guard, no less. She had sworn to the Cause through Gaelen, confident that her brother would never purposefully do anything that might offend el, the supreme deity the rest of the world knew as the Crafter. In the same day, el’Yatza’s fight became her fight, regardless of the fact—or perhaps, because of the fact—that he stood against the Highest, whose service she had been pressed into. She knew that she might have to do things that might hurt the Cause, kill innocents in the name of her hated master, but she held out faith that el would keep her from such choices, and thus far, He had.
 
   Reit learned that she was not only a part of the granite detachment that was trailing them, but she was working her way into her superior officer’s confidence. When he asked a question, she gave a straightforward answer, never mind that it wasn’t logical to tell truths that might get her killed. This Chief General Nestor apparently liked that quality. Reit just prayed the Crafter that her luck would hold out.
 
   Her plan was simplicity itself. He outlined it to the Heads of Order and Guild—mindful to keep her confidence—and they all agreed. Though the plan was risky, the potential payoff was well worth it. And it wasn’t as if they had a better option.
 
   Sparing only a moment to speak separately with Keth and then Gaelen, Reit set the amethysts to work lifting the village, this time setting aside none to erase the trail. With all the amethysts committed to the same objective, they easily moved the entire lot. But rather than push east the few remaining miles to the Rhu’sai, they turned north into the Icebreaks.
 
   Reit sat in the couch of his wagon, holding his ineffectual reins more for comfort than anything. Occasionally, he’d give the horses a nervous tick. The slap of the reins on their backs seemed to calm them, if only the slightest bit.
 
   “Oh, do relax, love,” Delana said, suspended a few feet to his left, her eyes blazing with violet power. “Isn’t it enough that I service only our wagon and horses, and not five or six like most of the other amethysts? I promise, I’m not going to drop you.”
 
   “I know,” Reit croaked, unconvinced. “I have complete faith in your abilities, dear heart. It’s just that I keep remembering Darsen’s Way.”
 
   His wife let out a peel of laughter, snorting a bit in her mirth. “I told you I forgave you for that. After all, it was dark, you were drunk, and she was a mage.”
 
   “She was a ruby,” he said glumly.
 
   “True. On second thought, maybe we should change the subject,” she said, though not without a final chortle.
 
   The flock of floating wagons made good time, though the mana drain on the amethysts and emeralds was immense. Wagons once stably suspended began to wobble, slightly at first, then more insistently. Even Delana with her lighter load began to break out in a sweat. Reit was about to call a respite when the pass came into view, just a few miles to the north.
 
   Nestled between two sets of snowcapped peaks sat a narrow valley, a gently inclining slope barely a few hundred feet wide at its base. Snow blanketed the upper levels of the pass in drifts, fading as the slope wound away from the mountains.
 
   “There,” Reit called, pointing out a spot about a third of the way up the slope, where the pass leveled off into a shelf little over a hundred feet across in either direction.
 
   “I see it,” Delana replied, and moved the wagon toward the shelf, the rest of Caravan following suit.
 
   The wagons made a rough landing, horses stumbling as their hooves, now accustomed to the air, caught on the unforgiving rocks. Each wagon that set down made way for those that came behind, crowding the already narrow shelf to the point that some wagons had to remain airborne until room could be cleared for them.
 
   Reit, for one, could have cared less if he had been packed in like so much meat in a sausage tube. He was on the ground, and it was a beautiful thing!
 
   Looking around at all the tired bodies, barely conscious for all the mana wielded, Reit called camp for an hour, just enough time to refresh before moving into the pass on foot. At Reit’s word, the amethysts and emeralds collapsed as one, resting where they lay on the rocky ground.
 
   ***
 
   Nestor sighed his disappointment. He estimated by the dissipation of the various auras around him that about six hours had past since reveille. He guessed the time was swiftly approaching noon, though without natural sight he could not be sure. And after spending a good twenty four hours in the former rebel encampment, they’d picked up not a single trail. Even the scouts he’d sent out to all points of the compass came back empty handed. He was almost to the point of considering Jaeda’s earlier “suggestion” when the granite appeared at his shoulder.
 
   “Chief General, I think I’ve found something,” she said, the grey-brown auras of her gemstone eyes flickering with excitement.
 
   She led Nestor back to the center of the encampment, to the bit of amethyst trail that had been all but erased. “Look here,” she said, indicating the very edge of the erasure.
 
   Nestor drew close and studied the edge. It was a sharp erasure, clean, the violet aura a sharp contrast to the absolute clarity of the space above it. But as far as he could tell, there was nothing-
 
   That’s when he saw it. Just before the erased edge, the aura tilted ever-so-slightly to the east. The curvature was so close to the edge that it was no wonder that he’d missed it, and even now could barely make it out. But it was there.
 
   “Gather the scouts. Those you cannot find, leave a sign in the center of the camp large enough for them to see. Tell them we move east. And Prophets help those rebels when we catch up to them,” he muttered darkly.
 
   ***
 
   Reit could see the complaints in the gemstone eyes of his followers, but not a single word was spoken when they were called to move out. They knew that their time was short, and the granites were right behind them. The hour that Reit had spared them was far from sufficient, but he was afraid that even that much time was risky. They understood, but that understanding didn’t bring Reit much comfort. Refusing to dwell on the unpleasantries, he cast his eyes about, looking for Keth and Gaelen. He found the granite sitting with Retzu, sword jutting haphazardly from between his hulking shoulders, wavering as he heaved his exhaustion. Keth barely had strength enough to raise his head to acknowledge Reit before collapsing in upon himself. Dutifully, Retzu bent to pick the boy up and carry him to a waiting bed, tucked into the back of a wagon. Reit felt the smallest twinge of guilt for pushing the boy so hard, but he was back. That was more than he could say for Gaelen, who was still nowhere to be found.
 
   “Mount up,” he called to no one in particular, his command spreading through the camp with a life of its own. Casting one more glance toward the western sky, he wished Gaelen the blessings of el, and mounted his own wagon.
 
   The train crept up the pass, the horses happy to be on solid ground again, as evident by their kippered steps. They practically ran up the pass, their drivers constantly having to rein in so that they wouldn’t find an odd crevasse or fissure.
 
   The amethysts rode in the wagons, resting as best they could with all the rocking and jarring. A few of the emeralds did the same, though most were content to ride up front in the couches, their eyes pointed upward toward the sun, refreshing themselves as the light filtered through their soulgem and into their souls.
 
   By late afternoon, rock had given way to powdery snow, and sunlight to growing dusk. The wagons topped the first ridge, and Reit gasped at the vista that opened up to him.
 
   The oranges, reds, and indigoes of twilight shown down upon the pass, beautifully highlighted by the snowy ground. Further into the mountains the pass widened, though not by much, and the pass rose and fell as it worked its way over and around the peaks. There were few shelves along the way that were large enough to support an encampment the size of Caravan, but the amethysts only needed the one. For off in the far distance, beyond the last snowcapped mountaintop, stretched a great forest, a solid wedge of dark green beneath the night-befallen eastern sky.
 
   Reit’s stomach clenched in anticipation, both of his people’s escape, and the fear of what they might find in that green. Aeden’s Lost Garden beckoned from the other side of the pass.
 
   ***
 
   It was full dark by the time the wagons made their way to a shelf that was able to support them. The amethysts, though groggy, were awake enough to scan the ground below the snow, guiding the wagons away from unseen danger beneath the drifts.
 
   The shelf was beyond the second rise, and more than wide enough to support Caravan in its entirety. The amethysts still admonished that they circle the wagons tightly, but the warning for the most part went unheard. The entire village was tired, and their long-anticipated rest would not be denied another minute.
 
   Reit set a minimal watch, as few as could be spared, and made almost entirely of Rubies as their heat oriented vision would pick out a warm body easily against the snow. Keth also volunteered to keep watch, claiming the inaction of the trip was wearing on his nerves.
 
   The rebel leader made a quick dinner—only one portion, as his wife was already unconscious—then went out in search of Keth. He found the granite at the western edge of the encampment, working through his shol’tuk forms in his bare feet. So intent was his workout that Reit thought he’d crept up on the granite unawares. He was mistaken.
 
   In a move so swift it was barely visible, Keth melted into the ground, reappearing again at Reit’s back, the granite’s katana snapping up to his neck before he could blink.
 
   “ el’Yatza,” the granite breathed, releasing him as quickly as he’d captured him and backing away unsurely. “I didn’t know it was you.”
 
   “I’m fine, Keth. Don’t worry yourself over it,” Reit assured, running his hand across his own neck to make certain. “I’m glad I was wrong about you, though. I thought you were too involved in your exercises to notice me.”
 
   “I’m cheating,” Keth said, regaining his former confidence. With a wry grin, he wiggled his bare feet in the snow. “I’ve found that I can sense people as long as I’m one with the ground beneath me.”
 
   “Really?” Reit said, careful to sound neutral. “Anybody?”
 
   “Well, mostly mages that I know. I can feel auras for great distances, so long as the mage has bare skin in contact with the ground. Familiarity helps a great deal in focusing. But even if the person is a mundane, I can generally sense their presence when they come within a few hundred yards,” he added much too casually, as if giving a lecture on the effects of a hard rain on dry crops. “Without an aura, though, I won’t know who the person is until I’ve already got a blade to his neck.”
 
   “Amazing,” Reit whispered unabashedly. “I guess I’ll have to start announcing my approach.”
 
   “Nah, just give in to your royal status and hire a herald,” the granite deadpanned. Reit couldn’t help but laugh. Keth was usually so serious minded that his odd sense of humor caught Reit completely off guard.
 
   “I’ll take that under advisement,” he said with mock seriousness. He chanced a glance into the western sky and saw a tiny violet pinprick, barely distinguishable in its movement through the starlit night, and sighed a sigh he’d been holding all day long. Gaelen was back. I’d better make this quick, he thought, anxious to find out how things went with the young amethyst.
 
   Reit turned his eyes back to the granite. “Listen, I wanted to thank you for running that little ‘errand’ for me this afternoon. You could have easily said no, and I wouldn’t have thought less of you. You do not hesitate to put yourself in harm’s way for the Cause, and I don’t take that kind of courage lightly.”
 
   Keth studied him for a long moment, and when he finally spoke, he was so candidly sincere that Reit was once again caught off balance. “No thanks are necessary, Reit. It is I who should be thanking you, for taking me in and for rescuing me from the Highest. My problems were my own until you offered to help bear the burden. What little I do around here can in no way repay what I’ve gained in Caravan.”
 
   The granite paused for a moment of reflection, but Reit did not speak. He had the feeling that the big man wasn’t quite done.
 
   Slowly, the granite raised his hands before him, and as he studied them, they seemed to erupt in a smoky brown fire, though the flames gave off no heat that Reit could feel. “Before that day in the prison carriage, I thought that... this... was a curse. It had seen the death of two people—the mage, and my beloved Nanette—and had taken me away from my Ma and Da. I cursed the Crafter for placing this burden on me. Can you believe that?” he asked Reit rhetorically. “I actually cursed the Crafter! I thought that any deity that would condemn a man to a life filled with such pain is no deity worth my worship, and I hated His Vicar and his cronies here on earth, for lack of a more tangible way to direct that hate toward Him.”
 
   He paused again and gathered a shaky breath. “I was so wrong, and pray His forgiveness every day. This was no more a curse than I made of it. Once I realized that... once it was shown to me... I began to see just what good can come of it.” He turned his granite orbs to Reit, and for a moment, Reit could almost see a clarity in them, just beyond the black-flecked surface. He balled up his fists, quenching the cold, smoky flames. “I am more than I was, Reit, and I have you to thank. You and your Cause.
 
   “Tell me, will you always deny your royal blood?”
 
   Reit was taken aback. This was not why he had come out here. He’d envisioned nothing more than a short chat, a bit of encouragement toward a member of his rebellion that Retzu had mentioned was a bit out of sorts lately. He’d especially wanted to talk to him about Sal, and the way he’d been hovering over his missing friend’s memory. He didn’t expect... whatever this was turning out to be. “What do you mean?” he asked warily.
 
   “For quite a while, I looked up to Sal. Without his—if you’ll pardon the pun—’singular vision’, his ability to look beyond what we take for granted, I never would have gained what little control over my magic as I have now. Sal, the other-worldly stranger, the diamond mage, the most unique man in his world, and he follows you. I still miss my friend, and I will see him again, make no mistake about it. But he wouldn’t be my friend—none of the people here would be—if not for you, el’Yatza.”
 
   Reit watched in horror as his most dreaded nightmare came alive before him. Keth, the granite he’d rescued from a life of slavery that he’d sworn to rid the world of, dropped his arms and went down on one knee. He bowed his head, intoning the words that would once again strip him of his freedom. “Reit Windon du’Nograh, I swear fealty to you, in the presence of the Crafter and all His creation, the Prophets and all their wisdom, the Abyss and the evil it wields against the world. I am yours to command, until my last breath is drawn from me.”
 
   Reit stood in shocked silence for a moment, his mouth working without sound. He’d never wanted a kingdom, a rulership. He didn’t want people to do battle in his stead. He didn’t want people to die in his name. He hadn’t wanted any of this! All he wanted was a land where he and Delana could raise up children to the Crafter, some place where he knew his young ones would grow up safe from harm. He never asked to be el’Yatza. Damn the day he’d ever let the first person call him that!
 
   Keth remained kneeling, reaching up to Reit with a look, with outstretched hands, begging for acceptance of his fealty. So sincere the oath, so genuine the man...
 
   “I accept your oath,” Reit said before he could stop himself, his voice on the verge of breaking. “I likewise pledge to you what protection I have, what humble lands I occupy, what blessings I can muster in the name of the Crafter.” Reit’s mouth seemed to work of its own accord, spewing out the recitation doggedly as he tried to clamp his teeth shut. It was as if he had no control over his faculties. The words continued to tumble out in perfect harmony to Keth’s oath. “Rise, brother, and take your place at my side, at the side of my armies, at the side of my friends.”
 
   Keth put his hands on his knee and pushed himself up, his face beaming with a brilliance that could never be magical. Even the all-powerful arcane arts had their limitations.
 
   With as much dread as he’d accepted Keth’s oath, Reit spoke again. “As your liege lord, I need you here, now, with your adopted family, fighting for the Cause and anything that might hinder it. I must ask you to give up on Sal for the moment. He may very well be alive, but we do not know where he is, and we could not risk the Cause to mount a rescue even if we did. I must ask that you give him over to the Crafter’s care, to do with as He Wills, and to be at peace, knowing that greater Hands than yours hold his fate.”
 
   ***
 
   Nestor cast his eyes to the right and left in amazement. The area was completely flooded with auric signatures, especially violet and green. It seemed his suspicions were confirmed. The granite signature they’d encountered a few miles back had been the rogue, apparently playing the rearguard for the rebels. He felt the aura—hours fresher than the rest—directly beneath his feet, racing off toward the northernmost reaches of the Aedenlee Foothills, perhaps climbing into the Icebreaks themselves. Nestor studied the aura for a moment, taking its scent as a gamehound might the trail of a wounded deer. If Nestor was any judge, the rogue had not become one with the earth until long after the other rebels had departed. He remained for a few hours, long enough to sense the approaching granite detachment, and then fled at breakneck speed.
 
   Strange, though, to think that an untrained granite could advance so far in his skills as to sense Nestor’s detachment. Granted, Nestor had almost a platoon with him—enough to produce a sizable aura, noticeable for leagues in every direction—but the rogue should not have been able to sense them, given his lack of education…
 
   “Chief General,” came one of the men under him. Achimas, his second.
 
   “Commander?” Nestor acknowledged.
 
   “Request permission to set up camp, sir.”
 
   “You do realize what it is that I am standing on?” 
 
   The question was, of course, rhetorical, but Nero Achimas had never been one to take a hint. “Yes sir. It’s the trail of the rogue granite, running in the same general direction as the amethyst auras. But the men are tired, sir. We’ve been one with the earth for almost a full day without rest.”
 
   Nestor sighed, but said nothing.
 
   Achimas took this as a good sign. “The path is fresh, no more than half a day old. If we were to set up camp, and leave out after fourth watch, I’m confident that we could reach them by first watch tomorrow.
 
   Nestor leaned his head back and gazed directly at the powder blue moon, though he knew exactly what time it was. He just needed to look somewhere other than the mage that suggested he let the rebels go for one more night.
 
   “It’s first watch now, halfway to second. Set up camp, and order only one guard per watch.” He paused for a second, then added, “You take First.”
 
   Achimas faltered only slightly before replying. “By your command, Chief General.”
 
   Nestor smiled to himself as Achimas turned away. Try as he might, the Onatae hadn’t been able to hide his irritation at being handed such a menial task as manning watch. So much the better, Nestor thought.
 
   He cast his eyes around, and found a likely pair of trees near the center of what would soon be camp. As he leisurely made his way over, he felt the twinge and pull of long knotted muscles, and decided that Achimas’ suggestion was timely. He shouldered out of his pack and set it on the ground, untying the leather straps and pulling forth a linen tarp and a length of rope. He stretched the rope between the two trees at about waist level, then hung the tarp. He went around to either side of the makeshift tent, pulling the tarp to center, then wielded stakes into the edges. He examined the blue-black iron stakes, and when he was satisfied that they held the tent secure, he stretched out inside the tent and closed his eyes.
 
   “Chief General?”
 
   He sighed, and lay still for a second more before shuffling back out of the tent. “Yes, Jaeda?”
 
   “I’m sorry, sir. If you’d rather I come back...?”
 
   “No, not at all, my dear. Please sit.”
 
   “Thank you, sir. If I may be so bold, I noticed that you haven’t eaten yet. I wanted to know if you would share my dinner.”
 
   Nestor allowed himself a secret smile, but said, “You know the protocols involving Guards of superior rank, so I won’t quote them to you.”
 
   “Thank you, sir. I grow tired of being quoted rules that were meant for men and women who have no control of their own faculties.”
 
   “You are insubordinate, aren’t you, Jaeda?” he said, though his smirk belied his words. She said nothing, only offered a quirky grin and awaited his answer.
 
   “Yes, Jaeda, I think I’d like dinner. But only if you call me ‘Nestor’.”
 
   “Of course, Chief General,” she said playfully.
 
   ***
 
   Though they only at trail rations, Nestor felt as if Jaeda had prepared the meal from scratch, working love and attention into each bite. Dinner quickly gave way to small talk, and small talk in turn to deep conversation. They talked long into second watch, long enough to see the watchman circle the camp to wake his relief. 
 
   “Have you never wanted for more out of life?” he asked his dinner companion, waving his hand languidly over the camp. “More than this?”
 
   “Absolutely,” she replied in earnest. “I can’t tell you the number of times I wished that I could just drop everything and take up a husband, make fat babies with him and live long and deliriously happy lives. But we were given... this,” she added with a sigh, raising her outstretched hand and forming a sphere with her granite magics. “Our lives are vastly different from those of the other Tiles. Only a granite can truly understand a granite, which poses the problem. Either you go rogue to follow your heart, or you run into ‘protocol’.”
 
   Nestor nodded his agreement. “You really are far more mature than most women I... procure to service my needs.”
 
   “I’ll wager that most women you ‘procure’ do not understand the granite heart. But then again, you are not ‘procuring’ me.”
 
   “Hah! I’ll grant you that,” he said with a laugh. “But I wonder, would such a request displease you?”
 
   Jaeda was silent for a moment, a strange smile on her face. She was indeed beautiful—as a granite might measure beauty—and growing more so with every passing moment that Nestor spent with her. She had such a vitality, such a spirit that spoke to his heart that he saw right past the orange skin, yellow underlying bone structure, black orbs rimmed with a brownish aura. He saw right down into her soul—a rare thing for one of his Tile—and he enjoyed the experience.
 
   “No, it wouldn’t displease me,” she answered finally, then quirked an eyebrow and added, “but such a request will not be granted tonight. My mother raised me better than that.”
 
   “I’m sure she did. If I declared my intentions...?”
 
   “I’m not so easily seduced, my lord.”
 
   “Of course,” he said, disappointed but contented anyway. My lord, she’d said. Yes, contented indeed.
 
   “Are you declaring your intentions, Nestor?” she added when he said nothing more.
 
   The question was so forward, so unexpected and yet so Jaeda, that he was taken aback. He’d never been put to the question, never been given pause by any woman. But as the thought formed in his mind, another came riding on its heels. Jaeda was not just any woman.
 
   “Yes,” he said confidently. “Yes, I am declaring my intentions, and to the Abyss with protocol.”
 
   “Good,” she said victoriously. “I was thinking you’d never come around. And I accept your declaration, Nestor, for better or for worse. May the Crafter bless our commitment, and see fit to bless whatever relationship comes of it. Now, if we may dispense with ritual...” Jaeda leaned across the ashes of their fire and kissed him, long and full in the mouth. Nestor was awash with the taste of her, the scent of her, the soft give of her lips and the solid, probing insistence of her tongue. The contact filled every sense, every thought, until, all too soon, it was gone, and he felt empty.
 
   “It’s getting late, and the end of fourth watch comes early. I need to be getting back to my tent,” Jaeda said as she stood, slowly yet deliberately. Nestor said nothing, trusted himself to say nothing, and watched her with a gnawing hunger to relive the past few seconds as she turned to leave.
 
   “And Nestor?” she said, pausing in her steps to look back over her shoulder. “Dream of me.”
 
   ***
 
   You can’t be serious! Gaelen tapped out to Jaeda.
 
   Absolutely, she responded. I’ll have him so tightly wound that he won’t know which way is up.
 
   Are you sure that you’re capable of betraying his trust? I mean, he’s not Keth...
 
   Stop that.
 
   ...but at the same time, you’re not entirely evil, even for a granite, he added jokingly. His concern was valid, of course. Jaeda had never been the type of woman to overtly manipulate a man’s heart. Even as a lass, she had the softest heart of any that he knew. It was the greatest irony that she would find herself attuned to Granite.
 
   I’ll be fine, trust me, she assured. Just make sure that your people target the south side of the line.
 
   Gaelen had felt the pulses of her magic for years, tapping out her messages to him, and he’d grown to where he could tell her mood by the quality of the pulse. And what he felt through all that bravado concerned him. She could say what she wanted, but she was invested in this man, Nestor. Even after only one night, one fraction of a night, her heart was his. How could she hope to betray him as she claimed? How could Gaelen trust that she would?
 
   Of course. South side of the line. I sure hope you know what you’re doing.
 
   He waited for long moments after that, but she never responded.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 18
 
   “Aeden’s Garden,” Delana whispered with a mixture of awe and fear as she took in the enormous emerald vista that spread out before them. “Not so much ‘Lost’, eh?”
 
   Reit could only nod silently. He’d thought that he was above superstition, above believing the tales concerning the Lost Garden, but now that they were here—looking down upon the fallen kingdom of Lord Aeden the Cursed, the very center of Ysra tuk'sheol—he wasn’t so sure. He’d never seen such an expanse of unbroken green, even deep within the Vale. It was so full of life, and yet, so dark, as if the full force of the Crafter’s wrath still held sway. The only feature marring the verdant spread was a narrow wedge of pure white, jutting like a sword point toward the sky far to the northeast and sparkling brilliantly in the early morning sunlight. “What do you suppose that is, Delana?”
 
   “The Tower of Aeden?” she asked, following his gaze. “It’s anybody’s guess, really. I can only assume it’s a mountain, but...”
 
   “But what?”
 
   “Well…” she said, her voice trailing as she focused on the distant structure. “It’s almost as if… I don’t know… as if it has an aura. I can’t really see it from this distance. I just sense that it’s… there.” She squinted a moment longer, then shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess we can holiday at the Tower once we overthrow the Highest,” she said playfully, dismissing her curiosity with such ease that it left Reit in awe. He spared the oddity one last glance, then ordered the wagons out of the Icebreaks and down into Aedenlee.
 
   It took most of the morning to cross the Aedenlee Foothills. By the time they crossed the boundary from foothill to forest, it was just past noon with the sun directly overhead. Even so, it seemed as if the temperature dropped at least by twenty points of mercury. In his mind, Reit knew that it was just the deep forest shading them from the summer sun, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that the fables just might be true. He looked around the procession and saw his observation reflected in the faces of his friends. All except for Keth, of course, who had been quite distant and detached since Reit had spoken to him the night before.
 
   As he had many times since that conversation, he berated himself for a tyrant. How could he expect a man to give up on his friend? How dare he order a man to do such a thing? Oh, Keth had accepted the mandate readily enough, having just sworn fealty, but now the order didn’t sit well with Reit. For the hundredth time, he considered rescinding the mandate, but decided against it. Too much was at stake, and he needed Keth in the here and now. Maybe when the day was done...
 
   The trail they followed wound through the forest, drawing them deeper and deeper into the fabled wood. Tales of ghosts, dragons, mages gone mad, all came unbidden to Reit’s mind as the trail narrowed to barely accommodate a single file procession. Soon, the wagons came to a clearing of sorts, barely wide enough to contain the entire compliment of Caravan. The sun filtered down weakly through the green canopy high above the clearing, giving the space an ethereal glow.
 
   “This is it,” he called at the top of his voice. “Look alive, people. We only have a few hours at most before the granites are upon us.”
 
   At his command, the wagons poured into the clearing, filling it from tree to tree, leaving barely enough room to walk between them. Tents were staked, fires were built, trail rations were set to stewing in the cookpots, and all was made ready. To the outside observer, it would seem that the nomadic village had set up a semi-permanent residence.
 
   Reit looked around with careful satisfaction, and hoped that it would look that way to the granites.
 
   ***
 
   Nestor emerged from his loamy bed just outside the forest wall, once more separated from the earth beneath him. “What have you found?”
 
   “It’s them, Chief General,” the scout said, walking up to him along the trail that led into the trees. “They’ve set up camp in a small clearing not even a mile inside the forest boundary. They must think themselves safe in there.”
 
   “Indeed,” Nestor muttered. He wielded, sending a general pulse of granite magics outward from him. Instantly, the entirety of his granite contingent sprouted up around him, awaiting his instructions.
 
   “The rebel encampment is less than a mile down this path,” he said, addressing the troop. “Be wary. They know we’re chasing them, and will most likely be prepared for an attack, so take no thought of prisoners. If any do happen to survive long enough for the Highest to question, so much the better, but victory is our first priority.”
 
   That said, he turned to the forest, and wielded... nothing!
 
   ***
 
   “It’s working,” Japheth said, unsure of himself at first, then growing more confident. “It’s working!”
 
   “Excellent,” Delana said, her violet eyes flashing with as much bloodlust as exertion as they looked down at the confused invaders below. She was expending a good deal of mana to help hold the nullifying field stable, as were the other amethysts that floated high above the granite detachment with her. As one, the amethysts descended to a point halfway up the foothills and ceased their levitation, concentrating their full will into the nullifying field.
 
   ***
 
   “Now!” Reit shouted as he watched his wife and her amethysts descend. All around him, the sounds of battle raged as mundane warriors engaged the granite contingent, confused and hobbled by the loss of their magic.
 
   Reit pulled a sparking arrow from his quiver, nocked his bow, and released, all in one fluid motion. As he suspected, the electricity imbued into the arrowhead flickered and died as it entered the nullifying field, but the arrow was no less deadly as it struck one of the lead granites through the neck.
 
   His ragtag armies flooded into the granite contingent, and the clash of swords rang out a deafening counterpoint to the twang of Reit’s archers. One by one the granites fell, absolutely powerless within the field and caught utterly unawares by the mundane attack. Slowly they recouped, but by then, Reit’s armies had already cut their numbers by half.
 
   ***
 
   “To arms, to arms!” Nestor called, ripping his own sword from its sheath, barely in time to repel the attack of the rebel rush. He’d heard of the amethyst ability to nullify magic, but in all his time serving the Highest, he’d never seen the tactic employed. The wielding nullified all external forms of magic in the area, and not just for the ambushed. Many military leaders considered that too much of a liability, cutting of the magic of an enemy at the cost of his own magical force. Apparently, du’Nograh hadn’t studied his military histories. Apparently, du’Nograh was the better for it.
 
   He raised his sword above his head, ready to bring it down on the neck of one of the rebels, when he felt a steel point at his neck. “I can’t let you do that, Nestor.”
 
   He froze in place, his granite eyes went wide. Jaeda. How could he have been so blind! He should have known not to trust her, to care for her, and be damned the fact that she was Rank. Her brother was sworn to du’Nograh’s rebellion, and blood is thick, even for a granite. He should have known that she would not betray her own blood.
 
   For the first time in almost a hundred years, he felt the faint stirrings of panic in his soul, and he quashed them viciously. Powerless he may be, but he would not meet his death with cowardice. Screwing up his courage, he dropped his sword and turned to face his captor, hands still in the air, sneering in pure hatred. That sneer faltered only slightly as he saw the sadness in Jaeda’s eyes, the quiver in her lips as she held the sword with dead stillness at his neck.
 
   The din of battle slowly died as Nestor’s men fell all around him, until finally he heard nothing but the cheering of the rebels. Still, he held only Jaeda in his eyes, her face a grim mixture of sorrow and steel. When he finally spoke, he was surprised at how broken his own voice sounded in his ears. “I trusted you.”
 
   Jaeda’s lip quivered all the more at his words, but her sword tip never wavered in the slightest.
 
   Suddenly, her eyes cut over his shoulder, and her grimace transformed, lighting her face in Nestor’s vision as much as his granite eyes would allow. “Gaelen!” she said.
 
   “Sister,” acknowledged a tall, bulky man with amethyst eyes. He brushed past Nestor with barely a thought and caught his sister up in his arms. Jaeda both laughed and cried as her younger brother twirled her around in circles.
 
   With the threat of cold steel no longer pressed into the flesh of his neck, Nestor cast his eyes right and left, looking for any means of escape. He barely had time to take his first step when he again felt the nip of razor-sharp steel at his neck. “Probably not your best move, mate,” came a confident purr from behind him.
 
   ***
 
   Jaeda stood at the door of the prison wagon—the same one where newcomers to Caravan passed the night in contemplation before the questioning, so she understood—waiting patiently as Marissa fitted the prisoner with an amethyst-adorned shackle.
 
   Jaeda shivered at the thought of the silver neckband touching Nestor’s skin. The amethysts on the neckband glowed dimly with restrained magics, waiting for Marissa to set the final clasp and activate the cantrip.
 
   Artisans like Marissa had been making shackles since the time of Ysra tuk'sheol They were very simple devices, really, using only a single activation rune—the magical equivalent of “no”, apparently—to do the same thing that the amethyst mages had that afternoon, only on an individual level. The mages of old originally employed the shackle as a safety measure, to void their own magic while they sorted out why the once-singular mana stream had divided into six, and how those six could be safely wielded.
 
   The Lynchers, of course, had other plans for the shackles. They saw in them the potential for true restraint and, in less than a generation, redesigned them accordingly.
 
   Jaeda's breath caught as Marissa set the final lock. Now, only Marissa knew the secret to removing Nestor’s shackle without killing him. Crafter forbid she should ever die before passing that secret on, as even a master artisan stood a good chance of tripping the safeguards on a shackle crafted by another’s hands.
 
   Even knowing the necessity in applying it to Nestor, it turned Jaeda’s stomach to watch the violet aura spread over her former commander’s body and settle into his skin. Her stomach lurched again when Nestor’s gaze fell upon her, completely devoid of emotion.
 
   Marissa backed slowly out of the wagon, nodding at Reit, who stood at the far side of the door across from Jaeda.
 
   “I want to voice my objections yet again,” Reit started, but let the matter drop. Jaeda knew that he trusted her. She’d already proven her loyalty and worth to him in today’s ambush. And she had Gaelen to vouch for her longstanding commitment to the Cause. True, she would still face the questioning at the hands of the council of Caravan—those mundanes backed by the Heads of Order and Guild and elected from among the villagers to provide council to Reit—but that was just so much formality.
 
   “I’ll be fine, el’Yatza,” she said confidently, more so than she actually felt. “Besides, I’m sure you’ll have a guard posted outside.”
 
   The young rebel leader snickered a bit. “I wouldn’t be a good servant if I neglected the safety of those in my charge, now would I? Gaelen actually wanted to do it himself, but I couldn’t allow it. Conflict of interest, you understand.”
 
   “Of course. Thank you, my lord.”
 
   Reit bristled a bit at the honorific, but said nothing. With a jerk of his head, he dismissed the amethyst guards that surrounded the wagon, leaving only one of Retzu’s shol’tuk adherents to guard the door. Brass hilt, Jaeda noted, remembering her lessons regarding the assassin culture. The young man regarded her with no more emotion than Nestor did. Less, in fact, though it meant little coming from him.
 
   She believed the brass hilt was a skill level equivalent to a Major Lieutenant, though the young man would likely scoff at her applying military rank to one such as himself. Likely, he saw her and all other Rank as anathema, as “unhilted”, bearing swords but sharing none of the strictures that shol’tuk associates with them. Whoever the assassin was, and however skilled with a sword, his hilt proclaimed him more than a match for practically anyone who would free the Chief General of the Granite Guard. Death reflects our inner being, like the brass plate reflects the sunlight, she silently recited, though the mantra held no more power for her than it would for any other unhilted.
 
   She paused a moment longer to steel herself, though it did little to calm her heart against what she was about to face. She grit her teeth, breathed deeply, and mounted the steps to the doorway.
 
   Nestor sat perfectly still in his high backed chair, refusing to acknowledge her approach. He simply pushed the chair back on its rear legs, resting his head and neck on the back wall of the wagon and seeming to go to sleep.
 
   Jaeda let her breath out in a sigh. “I didn’t expect even that much from you, so why should I be disappointed?” When her former commander didn’t answer, she took a seat on the bed to the side of the doorway. “Reit says that the shackle is temporary, until he decides what to do with you. As he has men in place within the Earthen Rank, there is really no need to try to wrest information out of you.”
 
   “As if he could,” the big granite grumbled.
 
   “He’s quite resourceful, Nestor. You don’t give him enough credit.”
 
   “Quite true,” he replied amiably. “I would never have guessed that he could turn one of my own against me, least of all you.”
 
   Jaeda winced at the barb, but refused to let her hurt get the best of her. Showing Nestor her soft underbelly would serve no purpose. “He didn’t ‘turn’ me, Nestor. He has my loyalty because he upholds the Way of el, something that our own dear Highest has long rejected.”
 
   “Blasphemy!” Nestor spat, rage distorting his face into a cruel mockery of what it had been.
 
   “Not blasphemy,” she hurled back, the wall of her heart buckling under the force of her own outrage. “Reality. The ‘vicar of the Crafter’, bah! A self-imposed title, garnering him all the honor and privilege that should go only to the Heart, may el hasten His appearance.
 
   “Tell me, Chief General, have you never seen his anger? Is it anger set loose on those who would disparage him, or the Crafter?”
 
   “There is no distinction. The Highest is the—”
 
   “There is a world of difference! The Way teaches us that the Heart serves el alone, that He takes no glory for Himself. He will come at the pleasure of the Crafter, to serve the pleasure of the Crafter. The Highest serves his own pleasure. Can you deny it?”
 
   Nestor’s mouth worked as if to reply, but nothing came out. Frustrated, he gave up and looked away.
 
   “I thought not,” Jaeda said victoriously. “There is flaw in him, and no flaw can exist in the Crafter or His Heart. The Way teaches us that. How can a mere man be the Vicar of the Crafter?”
 
   “Whether or not he is the Vicar, he has never betrayed me,” he sneered.
 
   Jaeda felt the blood rush to her cheeks, though she knew Nestor’s granite eyes would see none of it. And what if he did? She had betrayed him. It was necessary, but the fact brought her no comfort.
 
   “That’s how I know that your heart can still be reached,” she said quietly, making no effort to hide her shame, but still looking Nestor squarely in the eye. She may not have been proud of her actions, but they were justified. By the Prophets, they were right! “The betrayal brings you pain. Tell me, have you ever seen the pain of betrayal in the eyes of the Highest?”
 
   “I have never betrayed him,” Nestor breathed in outrage. “I have been true to him my entire life.”
 
   “Of course. A sycophant bears no thought of betrayal. But there have been many to turn their backs on the Highest. King Titus, Count du’Nograh, Reit... has the Highest ever shown even the slightest hint of pain at the loss of those he wished to rule?”
 
   Jaeda waited patiently as Nestor’s mouth worked desperately to reply. Finally he sputtered and huffed, unable to dispute her argument, but unwilling to give in. Quietly, she stood to leave, but paused at the door and spoke over her shoulder. “If it means anything, I would feel just as betrayed if you had done the same thing. Even now, I place great value on your declaration of intentions. Whatever you think of my actions, I didn’t accept your declaration whimsically. I only looked to distract you, but found distraction myself.”
 
   Not waiting for a reply, Jaeda ducked out of the prison wagon and into the thickly wooded evening. She likely wouldn’t have heard a reply even if he had made one; the heartbeat in her ears drowned out every sound but its own.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 19
 
   Sal and Mikel made their way along the highroad, headed east at a steady clip that devoured the miles and the days. Mikel’s mule was a sturdy sort, and didn’t complain about the long hours. As twilight approached each evening, Mikel would pull off the highroad and make camp in some remote corner of the woods. Many of the campsites were well used, sites that Mikel knew from previous trips to the Ford. Others were makeshift, little more than a tree with a broad canopy. But even in those cases, the farmers in the area knew the old man well, and generally left him alone.
 
   Only once did they draw undue attention. Having recently inherited his land from a deceased grandfather, the farmer didn’t know the strange pair who’d had the nerve to set up camp on his land. Leaving his field, he rode over to the campsite to evict his unwanted guests. One glimpse at Sal’s gemstone eye was all it took to satisfy his curiosity. The last that Sal saw of the farmer, he was bowing and scraping his way backward through his field, his horse following along docilely, nickering in a way that sounded suspiciously like laughter.
 
   As it happened, Mikel was an able host, and an engaging conversationalist. He was intimately familiar with that part of the Vale—and many other places throughout the world, to hear him tell it. And who’s to say he wasn’t? He sure had enough stories to tell! As they rode, he’d spy a rock formation, or a curious looking plant, and launch into an endless dissertation on the subject, not letting off until something else caught his eye. But that was fine with Sal—he found the old man’s lessons fascinating.
 
   At night, though, the stories took a different bent. Nighttime was strictly devoted to entertainment. And it was at dusk that Mikel’s minstrel spirit really came out. He took great pleasure regaling Sal with stories of his youth—though Sal found it hard to believe that a man this grizzled and old had ever had a youth.
 
   “There comes to mind a time in me younger days,” he was saying one night beside their dinner fire. “Well, mayhap not much younger, but younger all the same. The world, like me, was much the same then as now. Men was men. Times was hard. Any soul wishin’ to throw off the rule of the Highest had best to dream of it in secret, or so far from Veylin as to slip past the Highest’s notice. But birds of a feather tend to flock together, aye, and where ye might miss one bird, ye’ll surely see a flock,” he winked. The old man sipped at an after-dinner brandy—”me one vice, don’tcha know”—savoring its sweet burn on his tongue. Smacking his lips soundly, he continued.
 
   “I was a merchant in them days, and well to do in me own right. Had me a boat, runnin’ from Guard and Garrison to Deitrich. Me route took me straight through Leviathan’s Maw. Not many a man today will run the Maw, I grant ye that. Not a lick o’ gumption in the lot o’ them, no. Ah, but the gold I garnered for early deliveries was a lovely temptress...
 
   “Anyways, a special order had taken me north to the port city of Aitaxen. I moored there ‘bout two days, and was just gettin’ ready to cast off when there come up a man—a nobleman if ever I seen one—askin’ passage on me vessel, claimed he needed me to run the Maw with his wife and tots. Well, far be it from me to risk ladyfolk or kids, no matter the hurry. A refusal was on me lips when I seen me a ruckus on the wharf. Three Rank rubies come up in a bunch, lookin’ this way and that, shovin’ folks aside what got in their view.
 
   “The man looked over his shoulder at the Reds then looked to me—beggin’, if ye can believe that! Well, I never been one to take up with nobles, but what’s I to do? And a-sides, it’d been a while since I last thumbed me nose at the Highest, and I figured I was about due, so I lets ‘em aboard and we shove off. I despaired o’ leavin’ half me cargo on the pier—was downright sour ‘bout it, so I was—but the nobleman tossed me a rabbit purse full o’ gold coin with nary a word said. Cheered me up right quick, don’tcha know.
 
   “Well, we took south’ard on a course that’d take us a day west o’ Guard and Garrison. When I’d satisfied meself that we wasn’t being followed, I went below to see after me passenger an’ his kin.
 
   “He held hisself aloof at first. I took him to be yer typical blue-blood, all fancy duds and fancy bows and fancy servants to wipe yer bum. But once the young’uns were settled in, he came to me, frilly hat in hand, apologizin’ for puttin’ me to trouble. Apologizin’ to me, a merchant for Prophets’ sake!
 
   “O’ course, I took it with all me delicate grace, assurin’ him ‘twas me pleasure to snub the Reds and all. He relaxed a bit at that. Then he told me what the ruckus was about. He introduced hisself as Eram, Count of House Nograh, and attendant to the court of King Titus. That got me attention right quick.
 
   “Titus was the talk o’ the sea at the time, the only royal in ages to oppose the rule o’ the Highest. He was a local hero, ye might say. All the mariners held him in high regard, as did his own people. But the Highest weren’t to be undone by no mere King, no matter that he held court at the very edge of the world. When word got out o’ what happened in Titus’s very throne room not a day before... Blessed Crafter, me dinner comes up even now at the thought.
 
   “Anyway, this count and his kin were the only survivors o’ the carnage. I figured he was just a-runnin’, tryin’ to save his own skin. And I told him as much. He coulda agreed and been done with it, but he raised his right hand instead, and vowed afore the Crafter and the Prophets that his aim was to take up Titus’s charge, to tear down the seat o’ Veylin and free the land. In my summation, that marked him either as a true lord or a fool one. Either way, he was brave. Ye don’t swear a Crafter’s Oath and risk damnation, less’n ye know what yer about. So, I swore meself to his safe keepin’, and to that o’ his kin. I always been a sucker for the underdog.
 
   “‘Twas but a fortnight later when it come time for him to collect on me oath.
 
   “The breakin’ dawn seen us ‘bout half the morning out from the Maw proper, just inside the outer islands to the nor'west—and makin’ good time, considerin’ I had the mains trimmed a mite what with the winds kickin’ up and all. As was his way, me first mate checked aft of us at the dawn, seein’ what there was to see in the breakin’ light. There on the horizon he spied a warship, flyin’ the Segmented Fist of the Earthen Ranks and barin’ down on us with a quickness. She’d snuck up on us in the night, so she did, thinkin’ to take us unawares, and was but a few leagues shy o’ makin’ good on it. But I could already see the maelstrom over the Maw, even from that far out. So I ordered the mains to full, and set the crew to emptyin’ the hull, leavin’ only food and water enough to make Deitrich, figurin’ if we could beat the warship into the Maw, we’d see ‘er no more.
 
   “But the warship cap’n seen things differ’nt. Twice as large as me own boat and built for speed, the frigate closed the distance right nice. ‘Bout four miles out from us, she run her colors, demandin’ we drop anchor and prepare to be boarded. Well, I hadn’t fallen off me barge just yet. I knew what they had in store for me, caught conspirin’ with a traitor noble and all. I’s likely as not to see the belly o’ me boat from five fathoms down.
 
   “So I gives me boat her head, and let the wind take me as it would—racin’ so fast as the sun barely had time to break the mountains to the east afore it was hid again by the maelstrom. The warship weren’t to be outrunned, though, and she closed to about a mile. Me mate seen her runnin’ out her guns, and we knew ‘twas the briny deep for us.
 
   “Just then we spots the inner isles o’ the Maw through the churnin’ waves dead ahead. A mighty headwind kicked up and slowed us to a crawl, but so ‘twas for the warship as well. So I pulled me last lunker—I ordered me cannons overboard.
 
   “Blessed Crafter, the crew gave a fit! Ye’d think I was stringin’ their nooses meself! I telled ‘em, ‘We gots fourteen guns, and good, aye. An Earthen Rank frigate lugs thirty six to a side, two to the front, and four to the back.’ Well, they seen the wisdom o’ me ways. The Maw was our only recourse. So the guns and shot went over—with much regret, aye. Saved me knickers a time or two, they did.
 
   “Well, that give us the head we needed. Our prow higher in the spray, we stayed ahead of the warship all the way to the Maw.
 
   “A gust caught us just west o’ the isles, and near picked us up. It pushed us into the channels, the deck awash with foam. ‘Batten the hatches!’ I barked. ‘Trim the mains!’ I strapped on me foul-weather harness, and gripped the wheel tight. We’d dumped all our weight for speed, but now ‘twas weight we needed to keep from goin’ belly up in the drink. We rocked to and fro for lack o’ ballast. I fair expected the Maw to beat us worse’n the Rank ever could.
 
   “Now, any cap’n’ll tell ye that the Maw is a hateful wench on the best days. The channels are narrow, and the waters a-roilin’. But that year was a fair bit hotter’n most, and the maelstrom was whupped up somethin’ fierce. She’s throwin’ a hissy worse’n I’d ever seen, and it was all I could do to keep meself afloat.
 
   “Lightnin’ struck the nearby cliffs, sendin’ down showers o’ rubbish. Wind gusted, threatenin’ to roll me boat over for me. Whitecaps broke over the prow, tried pushin’ it into the channel wall. I thought sure’n the Maw would claim me for her very own, but a favorable wind pushed us outta the channel and into one o’ the first bays.
 
   “We’s far enough from the rocks that the seas had calmed just a mite, so I looked back over me shoulder to the warship. A fool cap’n she had, for he’d took her into the channel—and she bein’ twice as big as me own boat! Grieves me even now to think o’ the things that oaf done to his ship. Why, if I’da got me hands on his fool neck...
 
   “Sorry. Senior citizen’s moment. It happens a-times.
 
   “Anyways, she was still pushin’ through—though fairing’ a mite worse’n we had—so I took us into the next channel. The strait I chose was narrower than the one behind us, and the waves higher, but it had high cliffs to both sides what kept the worst o’ the wind off’n us.
 
   “‘Twas a long channel, and I had to sail against the backwash. I’s just past the lip o’ the thing when I heard a boom over me head, and it started rainin’ gravel. I thought nothin’ of it, near wrote it off to lightning when it happened again. That limey sod cap’n was firin’ at me! He’d turned broadsides in the bay and was firin’ at me! Not enough I had to brave the Maw with no ballast, but now I had to dodge cannon shot?
 
   “Praised be the Crafter, the waters were tossin’ so that the warship couldn’t hope to aim. So we inched outta cannon range as best we could, and the warship left off o’ the guns to pursue. They chased us down least a half-dozen more straits, goin’ broadside in each bay to pop off at us, afore that cap’n gave up on his guns. ‘Bout time he did, too, in me professional view. With the weight o’ his boat, the crashin’ waves and howlin’ winds barely fazed her. He coulda long since run me ship down and not even bat an eye at our passin’. I guess he finally thought o’ that hisself, ‘cause I entered the next channel with the warship fair nippin’ at me heels.
 
   “When we neared the far end o’ the channel, I seen nothin’ but open water ahead o’ me past the lip. We’d made it through! I’s about to order the mains to a quarter—what to give us a head on the warship and all—when we scrubbed bottom. Wrenched the wheel clear outta me bleedin’ hands, it did! I ordered a few men below to help pump the bilges, and I wrestled the wheel back under control. I got the wheel back, but the boat was sluggish o’ turnin’. We’d lost a portion o’ rudder.
 
   “I knew I had to get to open sea afore the Maw finished the job, so I ordered the mains to half—the most I dared open her up in such wind. Even that was temptin’ fate, for I’s lucky to have kept me masts as long as I had.
 
   “So I cleared the channel and limped away from the isles. Shortly the winds blew themselves out and the seas calmed—relatively, o’course—so I ordered the mains to full and looked back to the warship, who was just breastin’ the mouth o’ the strait.
 
   “Now, I don’t know if the Crafter was smilin’ on me or the Maw was ill for me whuppin’ her again. But as the warship breasted the channel, she dipped prow first into the waves. When she righted again, she wobbled a mite, and started to keel over! She must’a scrubbed at the same spot I had and, sittin’ much lower, she ripped her innards out.
 
   “I started a-whoopin’ and a-hollerin’ and a-wavin’ me hat. Me men musta thought I’d taken leave o’ me senses, for they rushed up to me. Then, seein’ the wreck o’ the Earthen Rank vessel, they commenced to takin’ leave o’ their senses as well! Ah, but it was grand...”
 
   Sal, who’d been completely engrossed in Mikel’s story, laughed and applauded his host’s triumph.
 
   “Aye, ‘twas quite a time,” Mikel admitted, basking in the glory of earlier years. “We finally limped into port, where the Headman o’ Deitrich welcomed me passengers with open arms. Seems he was a fan o’ King Titus hisself.”
 
   “Did you ever see them again?” Sal asked.
 
   “The Count? Oh, aye. You could say we was closer’n stitchin’ for the rest o’ his life.”
 
   Sal caught the note of sadness in the old man’s reminiscent smile. “What happened?”
 
   “What always happens,” the old pirate answered with a too-casual shrug, staring long into his cup. “The Highest caught up with him, killed him and his wife.”
 
   “Not the kids?”
 
   Mikel shook his head. “Nah, they was off sailin’ the high seas with good ol’ Uncle Mik when their parents met the Crafter. ‘Twasn’t long after that I left the waters to younger folk, and settled in Deitrich to care for the tots.”
 
   “Are they still alive? What happened to them?”
 
   “Anika, the daughter, turned up missin’ about fifteen years ago. When she was twelve, a local mage found her possessed o’ the gift o’ magic, so he helped her ascend. My, how her sapphire eyes sparkled with pride! ‘Twas good for her, aye. Gave her an outlet for all the pain o’ the years, and maybe even a wee hope o’ revenge someday. Anyways, the mage trained her ‘til she was seventeen, when she surpassed him. So I shipped her off to Bastion, get her schooled up proper, don’tcha know.” The old man paused, offered up a sigh, then added, “She disappeared a month later. The boys and I ain’t seen her since.” He chased his words with a sip of brandy.
 
   Sal sat in respectful silence for a moment before asking about her brothers.
 
   The old man chuckled. “Well, the boys, both a shade younger than Anika, each had their own way o’ dealin’ with the pain. One turned to his noble blood, the other turned to... less noble pursuits. But they were good lads, angry at the world but birthin’ no greater trouble than other boys their age. That all changed when Anika disappeared. They felt—and mayhap rightly so—that the Highest had taken her as he’d taken their parents. So they turned their anger on him, each in his own manner. Good ol’ boys though they are, it tickled ‘em to be thorns in his flesh, aye… makin’ their way the only way they know how,” he said with a wink and a proud grin.
 
   “‘That’s just a little bit more than the law will allow’,” Sal sang to himself absently.
 
   It was a wonderful tale, but something in the old man’s eyes suggested that there was more to the story. He was toying with Sal, holding something back, apparently something that Sal should know. Having come that far, Sal took the bait.
 
   “What are you not telling me? Did I miss something?”
 
   “Aye,” the old man laughed, slapping his knee. “I’d say ye have.”
 
   Mikel just chuckled and watched Sal with an amused eye, obviously not going to give up his secret that easily. “Well, what is it?” Sal demanded impatiently.
 
   The sailor-cum-furrier took a steadying breath, easing his laughter. He took another sip of his brandy—a long pull, slow and easy—smacking his lips at the last. “Give a boat her head, me boy, and she’ll catch the wind,” he assured with a slight dramatic flourish, then settled back to enjoy Sal’s confusion.
 
   Frustrated, Sal went over the story, shaking out any solid facts he could remember. Let’s see... Displaced nobles. Rebels. Count of House Nograh. Aitaxen. Outlaws.
 
   Brothers.
 
   The brothers du’Nograh!
 
   “Reit and Retzu!” Sal exclaimed.
 
   The old man burst into renewed laughter, clapping his hands. “A brilliant bit o’ deduction, milord mage, sure’n it is. And as yer prize, ye get the honor o’ cleanin’ out me cookin’ kettle.” With that, Mikel refilled his brandy cup and stretched out on his bedroll, still chuckling.
 
   Sal’s mind whirled as he hitched up the kettle, lugging it to a nearby stream. As he worked, pieces began to fall into place. The passionate brother, angry at the world, sees the Highest as the law of the land, so attacks him from outside the law. He maybe even steals from the rich, more out of spite than to feed himself. When he gets old enough, he joins the Silent Blade and learns the arts of the shol’tuk adherent, which he hopes one day to use to defeat the Highest.
 
   The sensible brother, on the other hand, remembers his nobility. He goes back to his homeland, to his fathers holdings, where his people would surely embrace him, keep him safe. Buoyed on the love and admiration of his subjects, he is empowered. He organizes his scattered people, and tries to rekindle his father’s dream of freedom. 
 
   Remembering King Titus and his court, the people of Aitaxen and the surrounding areas rally behind the idealistic young noble, swearing fealty to him. Rather than allow Reit to become a martyr for his newborn ‘Cause’, the Highest makes him an outlaw, probably placing a bounty on his head, payable only if Reit is captured alive. With Reit imprisoned, the rebellion would fizzle, the people too afraid of losing their revered leader to provoke the Highest.
 
   But before the Highest can lay hands on Reit, Retzu returns to Aitaxen. Together, they go into hiding. Retzu, now a skilled assassin, teaches the rebels how to evade the forces of the Highest, and live among the general populace undetected. Reit’s people go into hiding with the brothers, and the Resistance is born.
 
   Sal sat down heavily, his half-scrubbed pot forgotten. He had to be wrong. Reit’s way too young, he thought, rechecking his math in his head. If Anika was seventeen when she disappeared, and her disappearance moved the brothers to align themselves against the Highest, then they would have been teenagers when the Resistance was born!
 
   Sal reeled. How could a dang kid start a rebellion?
 
   “Joan of Arc,” he muttered, answering his own question. Joan of Arc hadn’t been much more than a kid herself—about nineteen—when she led the French people against the English invaders. And Reit was younger still—fifteen or sixteen—and traveling alone when he met his future wife on a boat headed upriver toward Bayton, likely on the very trip that ended with him taking up a dead king’s rebellion. So, improbable? Maybe, but not impossible.
 
   Sal suddenly felt a wave of pity for his friend. Such responsibility, at so young an age. So much pain. So alone.
 
   He found a new respect for his friend, and he dwelt on the revelation long into the night. He couldn’t help but wonder... if he’d lived the same life as Reit, had to suffer the same hurts, would he come out of it even half as strong?
 
   ***
 
   Sal and Mikel ambled eastward along the highroad for almost two weeks. Conversation came easy to them, and both enjoyed the talks thoroughly, but Sal always felt a bit guilty about how one-sided the conversations were. Sal liked the old codger, but he couldn’t bring himself to tell Mikel the truth of how he wound up in that prison cell. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust the old man—far from it. But without Jaren there to corroborate his story, he was afraid he’d come across as being a few rounds shy of a full clip. So he just parried most questions about himself with a vague “you wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” Eventually, Mikel stopped asking. He liked to talk about himself anyway, so any offense that Sal might have incurred with his secrecy was short-lived.
 
   But the closer they came to the city at the end of the highroad, Scholar’s Ford, the more Sal began to worry about problems with his identity. How could he, a man from a completely alien culture, hope to find a place even in the melting pot that the Ford was reputed to be?
 
   Luckily, the old man had been thinking along the same line. “Beggin’ yer pardon, but ye don’t seem at home in yer duds. I can’t say where yer from, but sure’n ye ain’t from any place from around here. And if it caught me eye, sure’n it’ll catch a few others. So ye needs somethin’ to ward off any unwanted attention.” The last he said more to himself than anyone, thumbing his chin thoughtfully as he held the reins loosely in one hand. After a moment, a mischievous light caught his eye, and Sal felt his belly knot up in dread. “How’d ye like to be Earthen Rank, me boy?” Mikel asked a bit too cheerfully.
 
   Sal goggled at the old man. “How the heck would I pull something like that off?” He cut his question off abruptly, just short of saying that he wasn’t even from this world. No use in sending the old man for a loop this close to Scholar’s Ford. “I don’t know a thing about the Earthen Rank.”
 
   “Not much to know,” Mikel shrugged. “Ye’d be a mage pressed into service on the field o’ battle. If me memory serves, there’s a mite of an uprisin’ in the Southern Plains, ‘bout a week west of Eastwind Delta. Nothin’ much to speak of, but it’s as good a place to start as any. Also explains why yer Unmarked.”
 
   “Huh? What do you mean, unmarked?”
 
   “No, no, no... Unmarked,” Mikel repeated, placing a certain emphasis on the word, giving it a feeling of status, of rank. “A mage is considered Unmarked if he is Rank but has not completed his military trainin’ at one o’ the Earthen Rank Camps. Completion o’ such trainin’ is marked by the Segmented Fist bein’ tattooed on the soldiers forehead. And Bastion boasts one o’ the best Camps in the Mainland, so it’s less’n nothin’ to find an Unmarked seekin’ passage from Scholar’s Ford to Bastion. As well it should be the best Camp, havin’ the Granite Spire there to oversee things.” The old man grimaced as if he’d eaten something bad, then pressed on. “As a Rank soldier, ye should be able to spin a convincin’ story without too many eyes lookin’ at ye queer-like.”
 
   “You really think I can pull it off?”
 
   “Passin’ for a soldier? Oh, aye, lad. In a pinch. Yer departure from Caravan should be enough to school ye. Although,” Mikel paused, scratching his right cheek just under his orbit, “we’ll need to see about that there.”
 
   His eye! Sal had almost forgot about his natural eye. Having ascended in Caravan, a group that had already accepted him as a stranger, and then crossing paths with Mikel, he’d never given any thought to how the world in general would react to a mage that had only one gemstone eye, and a diamond one at that. But with Mikel’s mentioning, all Sal could do was think about it. And none of those thoughts were good ones.
 
   “We won’t reach the outskirts o’ the Ford for another few days yet,” the old man said casually. He seemed for all the world to just take it for granted that everything would be alright. Sal just looked at him with a kind of mixture of loathing and envy, wishing he could have that kind of confidence, and hating him that he could pull it off so smoothly. “Give ye plenty o’ time to come up with a good story, aye. Wish I could help ye, but I never knew much o’ the arcane. T’weren’t me cup o’ blackbrew, don’tcha know. I prefer a more hands-on method meself. What I can do for ye now...”
 
   Reaching behind him, the old man rifled through one of the myriad dusty packs. How Mikel could tell one pack from another was a complete mystery to Sal. But in a moment, his leathery face lit with delight. “Aha! There ye are!” He withdrew his hand from the pack, pulling out a wide doeskin strap and handing it to Sal. “That should give ye a few ideas, so it should.”
 
   At first, Sal wasn’t sure what to think. He just held up the tattered soft-leather strip and turned it this way and that in his hands, wondering what it was the tottering old codger had in mind. And then it hit him.
 
   “An eye patch,” he said, half wondering, half confused. It would certainly satisfy the occasional mundane who would look at him curiously, but considering the secondary visual spectrum inherent to any gemstone mage, he still wasn’t sure how he would pull such a thing off.
 
   “Oh, not to worry, lad,” Mikel said, waving his hand dismissively at Sal’s unspoken confusion. “Not to worry. Yer pretty swift, and ye got better’n a day or two to work on it. I got no doubts ye’ll come up with something. If ye don’t, ye’ll likely die a horrible death. Amazing how somethin’ like that can inspire great ideas...”
 
   ***
 
   Midway through the third week, they came to a certain knoll. Though a bit higher than most, Sal saw nothing different about this hill, highlighted in the late afternoon sun though it were, but Mikel seemed more animated. At the crest of the hill, he saw why.
 
   The highroad unwound before them, leading down a gentle slope toward the river port of Scholar’s Ford, still a good ten miles distant and larger than life.
 
   The city had a great wall around it, with roads leading in to it from the north, west, and south. On its eastern border was a sizable river, with an enormous bridge stretching from the city to the far side of the water. Smaller satellite villages could be seen up and down the banks on both sides, with ferry boats running to and from the far shore.
 
   They continued downhill toward the city, and traffic began to pick up as smaller tributaries fed into the highroad. Hub city that it was, the roads leading to and from Scholar’s Ford were packed with farmers, merchants, smiths, artisans, minstrels, mages—buyers and sellers, all coming to the Ford to do business.
 
   Sal may have been a country boy, but he was American. He was no stranger to capitalism, and the crowded streets that personified it. Even from so far away, he was able to pick a muffled din of the humanity that flooded the Ford, and in a way it was comforting to be back amongst people he understood, at least on some level. Mikel, on the other hand, started fidgeting nervously, getting more and more anxious with each passing mile.
 
   The highroad continued to fill, packing the crowd tighter around the wagon as it neared the city. One boy, in awe of the sights before him, accidentally let go of the chicken he’d been holding. The bird’s flight plan took it right into Mikel’s face, beating him almost senseless with a flurry of beaks, claws, and feathers.
 
   That was it. “Confound it all,” Mikel muttered irritably as he reined the mule in, stopping dead in the middle of the highroad, and started spewing every excuse that came to mind. “It’s me furs, ye understand,” he said at one point. “Sure’n I can’t leave me livelihood unattended long. ‘Twould be me ruination, aye.” But the old man’s eyes kept flicking toward the bustling town, and Sal saw the truth of the matter. A wanted man tends to stay away from civilization. Especially one who’s a bit rusty at hiding “in the Highest’s own shadow, don’tcha know”. He could say what he wanted, but Sal knew different. The old man had been out of the game too long.
 
   Sal clapped Mikel’s shoulder fondly, and gave a reassuring smile, which Mikel returned sheepishly. Sliding to the ground, Sal reached back into the wagon and retrieved his pack and sword. Mikel hopped down to join him.
 
   He had dressed in the dead mage’s leather armor that morning, so he was already in character for the role he would be playing. Sal slung his sword and attached it firmly to his back, then shouldered his pack. Mikel handed him a bulging coin purse—”Ye never know when ye’ll need a pint, aye.”—which Sal secured to his belt. Finally, he tied the leather eye patch over his natural eye, completing his disguise.
 
   “I take it ye’ve thought o’ somethin’ to say ‘bout that?” Mikel asked.
 
   “Yeah. I had an accident when I was younger, which took my eye. When I was brought to the local emerald for healing, I ascended to the Emerald Tile. In the process, my left eye went gemstone while my right eye never healed to the point that I could use it again. Rather than try to heal it again, I keep it this way as a reminder of my past mistakes.”
 
   “Say... yer pretty good at spinnin’ a tale, so ye are,” the old codger breathed in awe. “I’d almost believe it meself, if’n I didn’t know th’ better.”
 
   Sal shrugged off the praise self-consciously. “Hey, Mik, thanks for everything you’ve done for me. You know you didn’t have to.”
 
   “Bah, and away with ye,” the old man said, waving away the gratitude as if unwarranted. “Now, be sure ye keep hold o’ yer emerald magic. I still ain’t sure’n how ye’re able to let go of it and all, but don’t ye be doin’ it in public. Trouble’s best uninvited.”
 
   “Oh, aye, ye drilled it into me brain so as I hear it in me sleep now, don’tcha know,” Sal chuckled in his best Mikel voice, garnering a hearty laugh from the elder outlaw. The old man had admonished him on more than one occasion to maintain a firm grip on his magic. For Sal to release his hold on Emerald at an inopportune moment would bring the kind of attention that an outlaw would just as soon not have. 
 
   “Ye make powerful sure ye give me boys a howdy-do from the old man, aye?” he reminded, pumping Sal’s hand warmly as the good-byes drew to a close.
 
   “I’ll do that,” Sal promised, then turned toward the teeming city, waving over his shoulder as he walked away.
 
   “Fare thee well, me boy! Take care!” Mikel shouted, waving at the swiftly receding figure as he entered the throng, flowing inexorably toward the Ford. Had Sal been able to hear over the din, he might have heard the old man’s voice morph into one decidedly younger, picking up a hint of long yellowed accents that Navy Lieutenant James Salvatori would have recognized immediately. “I’ll be seein’ ya soon, sir. Betcha dollars ta doughnuts.”
 
   Chuckling silently, he turned his mule westward, and started whistling a tune about good ol’ boys never meanin’ no harm.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 20
 
   Sal adjusted his padded vest as he neared the western gate of the city. A brand new green badge—the Ring of the Emerald Rank, the old man had called it—stood out conspicuously against the faded leather. Not for the first time, Sal was amused at how much the old man knew of the Highest and his forces, but how little he knew of actual arcane lore. Well, no matter. What he did know was plenty. Sal was also grateful for Mikel’s tailoring skills, especially how deftly the ring covered the darker square spot that the dead mage’s badge had occupied. But for all his skill, Mikel surely could have coaxed a better fit out of the overlarge tunic.
 
   Guards stood outside the gates of Scholar’s Ford, randomly checking those who wished to gain entry into the city. Travelers unlucky enough to be noticed were questioned as to their business in the Ford, their packs and wares inventoried. Those who complied were generally admitted, once everything was properly cataloged Those who did not were summarily turned away, forced to find another way downriver or across. No explanations, no excuses, no second chances. It was an effective enough system, with a few random searches discouraging the many criminal elements that would like to gain entrance to the city. Even as Sal approached, a young man stormed from the gates, gathered his family, and joined the myriad other travelers trudging southward along the well-beaten path.
 
   “Oy, move along, you maggot-ridden...” prodded the man behind Sal. The curses died abruptly as Sal turned to face him. The man was a lumberjack, beefy, standing head and shoulders above Sal, but he collapsed in on himself as the single emerald eye took him in. The big man snatched what passed for a hat from his head and crushed it to his chest in fearful respect. “I’m so sorry, Milord Mage!” he sputtered, turning the honorific into a title of sorts. “I had no idea! None at all! Why, if I’d have known... of course, that’s no excuse...”
 
   The big man groveled on for a while that way, swearing himself and his descendants to Sal’s service, if only the mage didn’t turn him into a toad. Sal struggled to keep his face neutral through the lumberjack’s fawning. Outside of Caravan, he’d had very little experience with how the world in general viewed mages. Were all mundanes this terrified of the arcane? The thought that mages not only allowed this kind of behavior, but might actually encourage it, appalled him. His disgust must have been apparent, for the big man, fearing his amphibious future, redoubled his efforts. Sal silenced him with an imperious swipe of his hand. He hated to act so overbearing, but he couldn’t afford to be viewed as different from any other mage.
 
   “If you’ll quit that incessant prattle, I’ll overlook your insolence this once,” he said with as much arrogance as he could muster. He was privately pleased with himself. He hadn’t used such big words since senior year in high school. The big man also seemed pleased, then moved seamlessly from self-reproach to gratitude without even pausing to take a breath. Sal silenced him again. “You can repay your impudence by telling me what you know about this city.”
 
   “The Ford? Of course! It’s my second home, so it is. Anything you wish to know, I can tell you,” the big man said as he thumped his chest confidently, his lips parting to reveal a toothless grin.
 
   “Of course,” Sal said dubiously.
 
   The lumberjack trailed Sal faithfully for the better part of an hour, spewing forth useless information at a frightening clip as the line inched toward the western gate. Oh, he knew the Ford alright—the cheapest whorehouses, the rowdiest pubs, the shiftiest merchants. He stopped short of revealing just how such debauchery made it past the initial checkpoints at the city gates, but not by much. Thankfully, he had the presence of mind to clam up as they neared the guards.
 
   Sal sized up the men guarding the gate. The men were well built, and filled out their leather armor imposingly. But they were mundane. Sal, ever thinking in terms of security, found this odd. He’d assumed that the main gates to the city would have had arcane guards overseeing things. Amethysts could scan whole carts full of merchandise effortlessly, without even removing the tarp. And rubies, with their demonic red eyes, could keep the peace without ever having to actually invoke their power, and yet more effectively than a mundane constabulary.
 
   Then he saw them, lounging in the guard shacks. Three mages in each, taking their ease while the mundane guards monitored the influx. Every last mage wore the studded leather armor of the Earthen Rank. He noted the Segmented Fist tattooed on the forehead of each of the Rank officers. Although Mikel had assured him hundreds of times that it was perfectly normal for an Unmarked to pass through the Ford on the way to Bastion, it did nothing to assuage the nervous knots in his gut. Whatever they expected out of him as an Unmarked, he hoped he’d catch on quickly enough to avoid ridicule.
 
   As he got closer, however, he noticed that the officers’ status stripes were all fewer than those adorning his own armor. He must outrank them. He couldn’t stop the smirk from marring his otherwise cool facade. He hoped it came across as disdain, though he didn’t think he’d have too much trouble pulling that little act off.
 
   “Name, please?” came the voice before him.
 
   “Hmm? Oh! I’m sor—uh, certain that the rest of your city is more secure than this gate,” Sal said archly, quick to cover the apology he’d almost given. “I’m not impressed in the least with the security measures in place here. A rebel army could just walk in and take over anytime they wanted to.”
 
   Sal’s tirade drew the guard’s full attention. Ire etched the guard’s face as he looked up from the logbook in his hands, the same logbook that almost ended up falling from the guard’s suddenly nerveless fingers as he noted the apparent rank of the mage before him.
 
   “Yes, Subsergeant! I’m sorry, Subsergeant. I’ll do my best to...”
 
   The guard’s voice trailed off as Sal pushed his way past him, making a beeline for the nearest guard shack. He barked at the Rank officers within, and both guard houses emptied before him.
 
   “I have never seen such a display of incompetence in my life!” he barked at the assembled soldiers. “You have a duty to man this gate, not lounge around while lesser guards do your work for you. Tell me, which of these mundanes can see an unauthorized weapon hidden in a rick of wood? Or a known criminal hidden beneath a hay bale?”
 
   The soldiers, even those bearing the same rank as Sal, wilted as one as their laziness was publicly rebuked. Their eyes dropped, humiliated, to the ground as the one-eyed soldier raved. Sal barked at them, and they snapped to attention again.
 
   “If I ever—ever—pass though this gate and find you slouching at your post, by the Prophets I’ll see you guarding latrines for the rest of your tour of duty! Have I made myself clear?”
 
   “Yes, Subsergeant!” came the emphatic reply. Sal nodded encouragingly at the soldiers as they went about their task with renewed purpose, then disappeared into the crowd.
 
   That went well, he thought a bit smugly. Killed three birds with one stone. I got into the city without a hassle, I found out what rank I am, and I got a chance to dress down a couple of slackers as an added bonus. Things are starting to look up.
 
   “Milord Mage! Milord Mage!”
 
   Sal groaned. The lumberjack had passed inspection already, and was now plowing his way through the crowd to Sal.
 
   “That was truly inspiring back there, Milord!” the big man gushed. “I’ve never seen a Rank officer snap to like that! Why, you’re a born leader, Milord! I’ll bet—”
 
   “Enough,” Sal returned languidly. He had to find a way to get rid of this chump before he took it upon himself to become Sal’s personal yes-man. “If you could just tell me where to find an inn...”
 
   Given a directive, the big man happily rattled off directions to about five inns before Sal stopped him. Dear God, does this frikkin’ do-flunky have a life?!? Misunderstanding Sal’s scowl, the lumberjack nodded sagely. “Ah... You must me wanting the Wizard’s Tome.”
 
   Sal’s blank stare was all the invitation the rube needed. He spewed forth his directions, taking Sal down one side street, then another, his route growing impossibly snarled before finally reaching the end.
 
   “Would you like me to take you there myself?” he offered.
 
   “No!” Sal said, glad for the opportunity to be rid of the big man. “No, that won’t be necessary. I thank you for your assistance, and free you of your obligations. You may go.” He waved dismissively. The burly rube, glad to be of help, was equally glad to be gone. He bowed his way almost out of sight, then broke and ran before the one-eyed mage could change his mind.
 
   Sal turned down the main street, headed along the lumberjack’s tangled directions as best he could. He missed a few turns along the way, and had to double back, but he was glad for the mishaps. For the first time since coming to this world, he had the opportunity to see how the populace in general actually lived.
 
   Everywhere he looked, he saw diversity. Norean, Onatae, Ysrean, Mandiblean—every race was represented here. But Scholar’s Ford was not like Caravan. In Caravan, diversity was of little consequence. The multiple cultures were intertwined, shared as their struggle against the Highest was shared.
 
   Here, things were different. Diversity was celebrated, not just accepted. Sections of town stood out vividly as belonging to one race or another, one culture or another, bringing to mind visions of China Town, or the French Quarter—and the further from the center of town, the more segregated the population became, until finally Sal began to feel decidedly self-conscious under the scrutiny of the locals.
 
   Sal was also quick to discover that here, status ruled. The richly dressed carved a swath through a sea of rags, with men in shining armor looking on protectively. Those of similar station greeted each other warmly, while disdainfully tolerating those beneath themselves, or groveling to those of higher station. Only the vendors were oblivious to this division. They hawked their wares just as loudly to the rich as they did to the poor. Scholar’s Ford was a bustling melting pot of humanity, New York to Caravan’s Mayberry.
 
   Then he saw the mages.
 
   They stood apart from the press, aloof. Their simple yet immaculate robes barely rustled as the crowd flowed carefully past like a river around a jutting promontory. There were three of them, talking amongst themselves, paying the city around them no mind. They stood on the stoop of an large building. An open book stood over the stoop in bas-relief, runes etched into its stone pages.
 
   Sal smiled. It could only be the Wizard’s Tome.
 
   Sal studied the inn as he approached. Three stories tall, it was easily the highest point for blocks in any direction. The inn was a masterpiece of stonework, far removed from the buildings that made up the bulk of the city. Those buildings had been of cut stone, marble or granite, and though the blocks had been fit together expertly, the evidence of masonry was still visible. But this... it almost seemed as if the inn had been shaped from a single stone. From the foundation to the bulwarks, the inn appeared to have been grown rather than crafted, and was a most impressive piece of architectural engineering in any case. And most imposing, as well. Looking up, he found sentries patrolling the rooftop, though he bet it was more for show that anything. The mages of Scholar’s Ford seemed to thrive on intimidation. Marshaling his arrogance, he glided past the mages near the door and went inside.
 
   The lobby was remarkably cool, though not uncomfortably so, and well lit. Balls of flame floated over the lobby, glowing brilliantly where they stood suspended in midair, seemingly fixed to an invisible rafter. Bookcases lined both walls of the lobby with mages between, lounging on plush couches, engrossed in the scroll or book of their choice. As Sal crossed to the front desk, the sound of muted conversation wafted in from a common room to his right. In there, men and women sat in guarded discussion, for all the world looking like a gossips support group. Sal almost laughed out loud at their self-importance.
 
   “Welcome to the Wizard’s Tome, milord,” said a rotund Onatae from behind the desk. “I am Finley, the owner of this establishment. May I be of service?”
 
   “Yes,” Sal said, turning his attention fully to the proprietor. Finley was a mundane, as evidenced by his natural slanted eyes, but Sal wouldn’t have been able to tell it by his smug manner. A sickening, if strangely polite, arrogance seemed to roll off him in waves so that a blind man would be hard pressed to tell the difference between the innkeeper and a seasoned mage. Absently he wondered if all innkeepers were blessed with obesity. “Would you happen to know when the next ferry bound for Bastion is due in?”
 
   “Mundane, arcane, or no preference?”
 
   Sal blinked, but quickly recovered. Of course, Sal should have expected such segregation, given what he’d seen since reaching the Ford. “No preference,” he said casually. “I’m in a hurry.” That was the truth. He didn’t want to spend any more time in this backwards city than he had to.
 
   The innkeeper sniffed. Apparently, he thought himself better than many of the mages that came through as well. “In that case, we have an open ferry in port now, bound for Bastion at dusk, milord. However, if you’d prefer, there is also moored a student transport, the Academic. She is due to leave for Bastion around noon tomorrow. We’d be honored by your patronage,” he added suggestively.
 
   Sal was anxious to get going, and was about to book passage on the open ferry when he thought better of it. Considering the sickening deference that mundane gave mages in a sprawling city like Scholar’s Ford, he could well imagine the cramped quarters of a ferry magnifying it.
 
   “A room will be fine, thank you.”
 
   “Of course, milord. I shall add the cost of passage on the Academic to our standard nightly rate.”
 
   The innkeeper quoted his price, and Sal doled out a few coins from his still bulging purse. He was surprised at how much was left over. Apparently, Mikel was very generous in his estimate on what “a few pints” might cost.
 
   Finley took Sal’s money, promising to purchase Sal’s boarding pass the moment the docks opened in the morning, then called a serving wench, also a mundane, to lead Sal to his room.
 
   “I must say,” Sal started, toning down his acted arrogance a bit for the sake of the young woman, “I’m somewhat surprised to find an establishment that catered specifically to mages being managed by a mundane.”
 
   “Oh, don’t think lightly of him, milord,” the wench said pleasantly enough. “Master Finley is quite a shrewd man, more than a match for the stuffed shirts that find their way to our front door.”
 
   “That may be so,” he laughed, thinking back to the self-important examples of arcane mastery that he’d seen since that afternoon. “But does he have to come off as such a... ummm...”
 
   “A windbag?” she finished sweetly. “Maybe not. But wouldn’t you, as the mundane owner of a place like this?”
 
   Sal had to agree. The more time he spent in the Ford, the more it reminded him of the big cities back home—dog eat dog, winner take all.
 
   “I wouldn’t take it to heart, though,” she said as she unlocked a door at the far end of a side hallway, then handed him the key. “He’s a good man, far better than most. You won’t find a more honorable man this side of the Eastern Shores, and definitely not in the Ford.”
 
   “I’ll remember that,” Sal said earnestly. One never knew when such information would be useful. He thanked her for her services and ordered a hot meal, then ducked inside the room. He had barely time to drop his pack at the foot of the bed when she returned with a platter loaded down with beef and carrot stew, hot bread, and small wedges of white cheese.
 
   The room was more than satisfactory, as rooms went. After living in this world for the better part of nine weeks—not quite a month, according to the local calendar—he’d gotten used to rustic simplicity that his new world had to offer. Baths of drawn water, horse-drawn wagons, dinners cooked over a spit, they all had a certain appeal to him. Even the outhouses and chamber pots, once he got in the proper mindset. Granted, there were magical helps for all aspects of life, but the world he found himself in was about as close to medieval Europe as he would ever see, and he had to admit that it was growing on him.
 
   A hot meal before him, and a warm bed calling him with equal insistence, he instead drew his katana from its sheath and assumed shol’zo mitsu—the primary fighting stance of armed shol’tuk. With a gusto born of abstinence, he fell into his now beloved forms. Though the doeskin forms were few, they were strenuous, especially after almost three weeks on the road. By the time Sal found himself in shol’zo rah, his body was wracked with painful cramps. But it was a bearable pain, the pain of a man satisfied in a long-awaited indulgence.
 
   He centered himself, mentally kneading his muscles from shol’zo rah. He had found precious little time to work his forms while traveling with Mikel. The old man wasn’t fearful of shol’tuk—quite the opposite; he seemed to have almost as intimate a knowledge of the Silent Blade as Retzu himself—but he was cautious of doing anything that might draw unwanted attention. So Sal found himself sometimes going days at a time without going through his forms, each day hoping that the night would find him in a campsite secluded enough to work out.
 
   And his inactivity had definitely taken its toll on him. He could still perform each move, quickly and flawlessly, but his body practically screamed in protest. Sitting in shol’zo rah, he could feel the sweat dripping from his blondish hair, now grown a bit shaggy from the time spent in this new world, far removed from the typical Navy barber and his standard high-and-tight. The perspiration cut rivulets between the aching muscles in his arms, his back, his lumbar region. But protest as his body might, he refused to embrace Emerald. He was a mage, true enough, but he was also shol’tuk. He knew that pain was quite often the price one paid for his hilt. And his hilt wasn’t thrust upon him the way Diamond had been. He had earned the doeskin. As much as he’d wanted to be a SEAL in his former life, he was honored to be shol’tuk in this one.
 
   After a time, his aches faded, and he relieved himself from shol’zo rah, granting himself only enough time to eat a few bites before washing in the basin and retiring to the comfort of his bed, passing the night as comatose as possible.
 
   ***
 
   The night also passed in relative silence for those in the oppressive growth of Aeden’s Lost Garden. It was well into second watch before the moon finally peeked over the Icebreak Mountains, casting its half-bodied brilliance down upon Caravan, and upon the two shadowy figures in the ad hoc village green. One figure hacked and slashed its way through imaginary foes. The other could have been carved of solid rock for all it moved.
 
   Keth worked furiously through his forms, beaded sweat catching the torchlight as it fell in torrents from his shaggy curls. Retzu watched the granite run through the form with an appraising eye. So focused, this one. So incredibly intent. Too intent, really. There was such a zeal about Keth that Retzu was silently impressed. A driving blow here, a cutting upper block there, each arc of the sword flowing seamlessly into the next, all performed with a skill and precision far beyond his rawhide hilt. Impressive, yes, but also worrisome.
 
   With a silent huff, Keth dropped into shol’zo rah, his katana ending up on the night darkened ground before him, sitting at such a perfect angle that the granite might well have never picked it up to begin with.
 
   “Outstanding,” Retzu breathed. “I can find no flaw in your technique. Your appear more than ready for the doeskin.”
 
   “Thanks,” the granite mumbled. He was careful not to surrender shol’zo rah, as his master hadn’t yet given him permission. Retzu’s praise filled him with satisfaction, but not so much as to make him forget his place.
 
   Retzu nodded his approval, then said, “To the ready.” In one motion, Keth grasped his katana and swept it into a tight arc, sheathing it neatly as he took his feet. He stood before his shol’tuk master, ready to accept any commands that he might give. But what Retzu had to say, he doubted the granite would be ready for.
 
   “What’s your problem, mate?” he asked gruffly, crossing his arms before him.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Don’t give me that dumb look; you know what I’m talking about. We’ve been at this for weeks, and you’ve always proved to be an apt pupil. But since the attack on Caravan, you’ve thrown yourself into your training with inhuman effort. Now, while I appreciate the attention you’re giving your studies with me, I must admit that I’m starting to worry about you a mite.”
 
   “I’m fine,” the granite said numbly, evading his master’s eyes.
 
   “No, you’re not.”
 
   The granite sighed irritably, but said nothing. The assassin ran his eyes over Keth, noting his body language, his stance, his posture, anything that might reveal what was going on inside the mysterious youth.
 
   It wasn’t as if Retzu didn’t know him, didn’t understand him. They’d talked at length about Keth’s supposed crime, his enforced exile from his family. Keth had even told him about the girl, Nanette, a subject that the boy apparently held in reserve for only his most trusted companions. But for the life of him, he couldn’t figure out what was driving the boy. It was anger, as pure and distilled as any that he’d ever seen, but he couldn’t fathom where it came from, or on whom it focused.
 
   “We’re doing nothing, Master,” Keth said finally. “I absolutely detest this inaction! I need to be doing something, to feel like I’m making progress, anything to keep from feeling that we’re wasting our time sitting on our heels.”
 
   Retzu empathized with Keth, but had no easy answers. Not even for himself. They had a plan—and a right smart one at that—but they couldn’t so much as budge on it until the time of Harvest, still many weeks away. Until they moved on Bastion, every second would feel wasted. He knew that. He’d performed similar operations, and each time the wait leading up to the event weighed heavily on him. “Sitting on go,” Sal had called it once. And although he didn’t understand the term exactly, it seemed to fit.
 
   He sighed deeply, though it wasn’t a sigh born of empathy. It came from the deep-seated frustration that Retzu could only imagine a master having for his apprentice. He’d heard others in Caravan claim that such frustration could also be felt for a prodigal child, but Retzu knew nothing of such things. It just wouldn’t do for him to have children. His choice of career generally precluded any thought of family. He stretched that line a good bit with his association with Reit and his “Cause”, but that was a special case. He saw little conflict between killing for the Cause and killing for commission. It would be vastly different if he were to try and balance his life as an assassin with the rigors and commitments of marriage, let alone family life.
 
   No. As far as he was concerned, the katana was the only wife he would ever know, and the apprenticeship his only offspring. And right now, his “son” was lying to him. Or if not lying, at least not telling the whole truth. He shook his head, then thrust a hand into his pocket and pulled forth a strip of soft doeskin. 
 
   “We are making progress, mate,” he said, studying the strip of leather. So simple, that strip, and yet its making cost a majestic creature its life. To gain anything, something had to be lost. He wondered, still staring at the doeskin, what Keth would have to lose to gain his freedom from whatever was driving him.
 
   “But we trade in death,” he continued, “as your Master Seti trades in tools. And death has no room in it for anger, not when we’re the ones dealing it. You must find peace within yourself before you can truly know what it means to be shol’tuk.” With a finally glance at the strip, he handed it to Keth and turned to leave.
 
   “If death has no room for anger, why are you still granting me the doeskin?” the granite called from behind him, the confusion in his voice all but drowning out his elation at achieving the promotion.
 
   “I’m just giving you the leather strap, mate. Only you can say whether or not you’re ready to apply it to your hilt,” the assassin said over his shoulder, not slowing his pace in the slightest.
 
   ***
 
   Jaren watched the exchange between Keth and Retzu from the comforts of his wagon stoop. There was no doubt, not from any of Keth’s masters, that he was an apt pupil. Master Seti glowed with praise whenever Jaren came to call on him. He would parade the emerald around a workshop filled with tools that Keth had crafted, each one a study in precision and practicality. No skill was ever wasted in making a particular tool pretty, Jaren noted, but there was a kind of beauty in the simplicity of Keth’s designs.
 
   And Keth’s advances in his own practice of magic... The boy was nothing short of a prodigy, constantly coming up with new and enticing uses for his granite magic. Recently, it seemed as if the boy’s imagination had absolutely exploded all over the inside of his skull. In no time at all, Keth had eclipsed everything that Jaren knew about granite magic, and had more than fulfilled his end of the bargain by keeping Jaren abreast of his discoveries. He’d even took time out of his duties to his various masters to look over the artisan Marissa’s runelist, as pertaining to Granite. That had done her good, given recent circumstances. She seemed confident that Keth would be able to impart no small amount of knowledge to her, making her wares all the more valuable.
 
   Likewise, the granite seemed to have a real knack for shol’tuk. Even more so than Sal did, if Retzu could be believed.
 
   Sal...
 
   Not for the first time, Jaren wondered after his other pupil. He had proven so resourceful, so quick to adapt to change as to almost seem fluid. Even the first time he met Sal, back in the Highest’s prison, Jaren could see the wonder, the intellect the man had. No more was his resourcefulness proven than in his ability to master, at least to some extent, his ability to wield the various magics that he could use. And to help Keth do the same! Absolutely remarkable, the things that he could do!
 
   Jaren’s wonder faded, and concern returned. Yes, he was concerned for Sal’s safety, though not overly much. If such a man could survive whatever horrors he’d faced before being thrown into Schel Veylin Prison, horrors that had tried their best to tear the very flesh from the man’s bones... such a man doesn’t die easily. They hadn’t seen Sal in weeks, but Jaren had no doubt that he would reunite with his pupil someday soon..
 
   No, more than his concern for Sal was his concern for Keth. Something was tearing at the boy’s soul, eating him from the inside out just as surely as a colony of liverworms. And it was more than the boy’s morose nature. Master Seti had come to talk to the emerald a few days before with concerns of his own. Neither of them had talked to Retzu about Keth, but he had every confidence that the assassin would have similar to say.
 
   The boy was troubled by something that had a death grip on his very soul, and Crafter be blinded if Jaren could fathom what it was. “If Sal were here, he could figure the bugger out,” Jaren muttered absently as he turned down his lamp and went inside.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 21
 
   Sal woke with the sun the next morning, and found a platter of fruits and breads on a stand near his bed awaiting his pleasure, as well as a full pitcher of water next to the wash basin. The innkeeper sure seems to appreciate his patrons, he thought, bringing to mind once more the wench that had brought him to his room the night before. Casually, he wondered if the innkeeper Finley had any ties to Reit.
 
   No, probably not. Sal didn’t know much about how the Cause placed its people, but he suspected that Reit’s contacts were generally low key, the kind to avoid attention. The very arrogant—very conspicuous—innkeeper didn’t seem to fit the bill. Still, if what the wench said about the man’s honor was true...
 
   He sighed deeply, putting Finley out of his mind. The question of the innkeeper’s potential as a recruit for the Resistance would have to wait for another time. There was so much to do, and lying in bed dreaming up “what ifs” would get him nowhere.
 
   Sighing, he rolled out of the downy bed and shuffled toward the wash basin for his morning ablutions. The chill water felt good on his head, his chest, under his arms. Refreshed, he dressed in his borrowed leather armor and sat down to eat, stowing a few apples and a small loaf of bread for later. He snickered at the old habit. Even in a strange new world, he couldn’t go to a single hotel without looking for things to take with him when he left. Finally, he gathered his gear and laid back on his bed, awaiting the wake up call he was sure to get.
 
   He must have dozed off, for the knock startled him, left him disoriented. “Yes?” he asked groggily.
 
   “The Academic has begun taking on passengers, milord,” came the muffled voice through the door.
 
   Sal shook the cobwebs from his head as he gathered his gear, then went downstairs. He found the proprietor behind the desk, looking for all the world as if he hadn’t budged since the night before. The corners of Sal’s mouth tugged insistently, but he denied the urge to snicker. After a night in that wonderful room, he just couldn’t see insulting the innkeeper’s devotion to the clientele.
 
   “Pleasant morning to you, milord,” Finley said with mild disinterest. “I trust the room was adequate?”
 
   “Yes, of course. The service, as well,” Sal returned with a quick smile.
 
   “I see you’ve been chatting with Wileen. Fool girl. Can’t get it through her head that I’m not as ‘nice and sweet’ as she would like people to believe.” The pudgy innkeeper passed all this off in his airy, slightly irritated tone, but Sal thought he caught an amused, affectionate twinkle in his slanted eyes.
 
   Saying not a word more about the wench, the innkeeper passed Sal a wooden coin inscribed with the image of a man studying at a desk overrun with books. On the reverse, the coin sported a painted image of the Tiled Hand, set within the design of an open book. Sal took the coin to be a boarding token. He thanked Finley and stuffed the coin in his purse.
 
   The chubby innkeeper summarily brushed the thanks aside, having apparently no time to entertain such niceties. A few words of direction and he was gone, off to service other customers not as accommodating as Sal. Sal grinned again and dug through his purse, quietly leaving a gold coin under the inn logbook for the five-star service, then headed out the door in the general direction of the river.
 
   The River Rhu’sai, or the River of Winter Floes, was much larger than Sal expected. Back on the hill overlooking the city, it didn’t seem quite as impressive, but up close, it was enormous. Even in the heat of the coming summer, the river looked to be a mile wide and pushing its banks—a match for the Mighty Mississippi any day. And judging by the types of ships that peppered its expanse, it was just as deep.
 
   One ship in particular caught Sal’s eye. The ship sat at anchor in the middle of the river. It was similar in design to a barque, long and sleek with a shallow draft, made for maximum speed and payload over minimal water. This model, of course, was a slight variation on the design, with wider spaced cannon ports and horizontal slits in the hull between them. Sal took these to be galley slits, where the crew could run out oars if need be. With the steady downriver current, he could definitely see the advantage.
 
   A mid-morning breeze kicked up across the water, churning a few waves over the otherwise calm waters. The sails billowed a bit where they were trimmed, just enough that Sal could see the colors of the Tiled hand emblazoned upon them, set in the center of an open book, the very emblem that graced one face of his boarding token.
 
   She was the Academic.
 
   In Sal’s world, the barque was one of the largest of the shallow running wooden vessels. Its reef-clearing keel also made it extremely agile, and was used throughout the 17th century as the pirate ship of choice, surpassed only by the frigate. Sal found it somewhat fitting that it would carry him to Bastion.
 
   He watched as longboats launched from the bustling pier, ferrying passengers out to the ship. As one boat made its way out to the ship, another would pass it, rowing back to the pier for another load of passengers and cargo. At the rate they were going, the ship would be ready to shove off in no time—whether he was onboard or not. He quickened his pace though the press of travelers and merchants, all awaiting transport at their own berths, and got in line for the Academic.
 
   Used to this level of activity, the crew of the Academic ran like a well oiled machine. One man reclaimed tokens and logged names in the ship’s manifest while another secured the passengers and their luggage. When one boat was full, it launched, making way for the other boat. Sal had barely joined the line before he was at the front of it.
 
   “Name?” the grizzled registrar asked mechanically, sounding more than ready to trade the wharf for a nice stretch of open river.
 
   “Sal.”
 
   “City of origin?”
 
   “Dothan, Ala...” He winced and bit his words off. He’d been asked where he was from a million times in the past twenty some-odd years. It was just an ingrained response now. And one that’s liable to get me killed if I don’t watch it, he thought. Earthen Rank probably don’t take too kindly to people impersonating their officers.
 
   His choked reply brought the registrar up short. “Where?”
 
   “Umm... Dothan. It’s a small town in the Sou-err, Southern Plains,” he stammered, grinning nervously as he struggled to get back into character as an Earthen Rank soldier, native to this world.
 
   The sailor looked hard at Sal for a moment. “You don’t sound like Southern Plains,” he muttered. Then his eyes dropped to the bulging purse at Sal’s hip, and he shrugged to himself, scribbling in his ledger. Sal breathed a sigh of relief. The leathery sailor could care less if Sal was from the Outer Reaches—wherever that was—so long as he got paid.
 
   “Rank and duty station?” he asked, eying Sal’s badge and rank stripes.
 
   “Subsergeant, Fourth Regiment out of Guard, currently stationed in the Northern Plains on the Norwood Coast,” Sal recited smoothly.
 
   “Ah, the rebels,” the registrar nodded approvingly, then gave Sal a shrewd eye. “What with their leader escaped and all, what’s your business in Bastion?”
 
   “My family is poor, so we were pretty much on our own when I ascended,” he gave his prepared story. “Since they couldn’t afford to send me to Academy, I apprenticed to a local healer. Not much in the way of an education, but it was better than nothing. Then I heard that they were needing emeralds up north. I was told that Rank recruits get free schooling, so I went to Eastwind Delta and got my commission. I served in the Twelfth Battle Fist for a few seasons, then transferred to Garrison, then to Guard. We got a few Unmarked Greens this spring, so my High Sergeant ordered me to Bastion to receive formal training.”
 
   “Why not train in Guard?”
 
   “The rebels are gaining strength on the Coast, and High Sergeant felt that Bastion might give me a fresh perspective.”
 
   The sailor mulled this over for a second, then bobbed his head as if Sal’s story was rather commonplace. Giving his ledger a final squiggle, the sailor passed Sal off to his partner, and Sal was loaded onto the longboat with the other passengers. The deckhand eyed Sal’s sword curiously, as if to request he take it off, but decided that discretion was the better part of valor. Sal breathed a sigh of relief.
 
   He had originally suggested to Mik that he remove the doeskin from the hilt, as the Earthen Rank didn’t typically train in the art, but the old man had cautioned against it. “Ye want as little trouble as possible,” he’d said. “An’ that wee strip o’ leather’ll save ye plenty.”
 
   Point of no return, Sal thought anxiously as the longboat pushed off from the pier, slicing easily through the water toward the Academic. From this point on, he was an Earthen Rank emerald. He looked down at his wrist, at the timepiece that he’d crafted in Marissa’s shop, and shuddered. What would she think of him if she could see him now?
 
   ***
 
   What would he think of me if he could see me now? Marissa wondered, and not for the first time. Three weeks was a good long time to be separated from Sal, and she was getting quite good at her self-abasement. She cast her eyes slowly about her cluttered workstations, seeing without actually seeing. In every gemstone, every facet, she could only see his face. His smile, his other-worldly ways, his uniqueness—her shop seemed so drab without him there at his bench, hunched over some outlandish project or another. Where he’d come up with some of the ideas he had...
 
   She sighed deeply, and put down the scepter she’d been crafting. She couldn’t even remember what runic incantation she’d planned to inscribe it with. It was utterly pointless for her to try and muddle through her workload for the time being. Her concentration was hopelessly lost.
 
   She slapped at the wand half-heartedly, sending it skittering across the table and into the grasses beyond. She’d prided herself in always being able to maintain control in any situation, even one so emotionally trying as having to wait on Sal to declare his intentions. She’d known from the moment she laid eyes on the flaxen haired young soldier that there could never have been another for her. Crafter take it, they both knew! What’s worse, they both knew that the other knew as well! Why he’d taken so long… It was almost enough to make her think she’d fallen in love with a coward.
 
   Fallen in love. She laughed bitterly and berated herself for a fool. It was absolutely beyond her, how she could become so distracted with a man she had only known a few weeks, a man she had only kissed once! Delana said that sometimes, that’s all it took. One look, one smile, and you’re hooked like a catfish on an iron barb. Flop as you might, you won’t wriggle your way free.
 
   But if she had to fall for someone, why did it have to be him? Forget that he just happened to be the only Resistance mage deemed of the Crafter to be separated from Caravan. Forget that he was an entirely new Tile of mage. Forget that he was a soldier twice born, once in his own world, and now once in hers. Forgetting all that, Sal just wasn’t the type of boy she imagined herself ending up with in her girlish fantasies. He wasn’t overly tall or well built. He wasn’t a poet or an artist. He was a passable gemsmith, but nothing spectacular. And the boy obviously had no sense of spontaneity. He was all fire and no form.
 
   Fire...
 
   Marissa ducked her head below her workbench, peering between the folding legs to the grasses beyond. The silver windings could just be seen through a particularly dense clutch of weeds.
 
   The wand was meant to be a signal flare. By form and rune, the artifact was supposed to fire off a gout of flame into the air, where it would change color as it fell back to earth. It was a common Festival sight, one that would not stand out among the rest, except to someone who knew what to look for. It had been Sal’s idea to make the scepter in the first place. Something about “getting everybody on the same sheet of music”, although Marissa could hardly fathom what music had to do with coordinating land-based rebel with sea-based rebels.
 
   Reaching under the table, she wrapped her fingers around the scepter and held it before her. The silver windings were starting to take shape, testimony of the long hours she’d put into it since she first cast the main body of the rod. It would be a good deal of effort to finish the main body of the artifact, and even more to set the gemstones and their runes, but she had little else to do with her time. If she spent it all working on a project she was supposed to have shared with Sal, so much the better.
 
   It’s so unfair, she thought, absently examining the rudimentary wings of the soon-to-be dragons that wound their way around the wand’s grip. Unfair that I should find someone so interesting, so contrary to what I was looking for and yet so right, only to have him taken from me before I have the opportunity to understand his place in my life.
 
   Carefully, she slipped the windings off the rod, and placed one of the proto-dragons in an artisan’s vice. At least I can determine the place of this bugger, she thought ruefully as she went back to work.
 
   ***
 
   Delana paused in her steps as Marissa caught her eye. The artisan was hunched over a workstation, attacking her signaling artifact with feverish intensity. The amethyst had never seen the scatter-brained woman so focused.
 
   She didn’t need to shift her vision to a more ethereal spectrum to know what the artisan’s preoccupation was. Everyone in Caravan knew. It was Sal.
 
   Delana sighed lightly and shifted her bundle of groceries, then continued on her way. If she didn’t get dinner started soon, Reit would wonder again if she was preoccupied with Sal’s disappearance.
 
   She couldn’t blame him, really. For one reason or another, it seemed that everyone in Caravan was preoccupied with Sal’s disappearance. All the mages, at least—along with Marissa, who at least had the excuse of being in love with the one-eyed mage. Reit had noticed it right off, but really didn’t know who to talk to about it. Ultimately, he only discussed it with Delana by default, and that only because she was his wife, not that he expected any real solutions.
 
   The distraction didn’t seem to be causing any real problems per se. It was damned odd. More odd was the fact that she didn’t notice it herself until Reit had brought it to her attention. What was it about Sal that could so occupy the minds of the mages in Caravan?
 
   Surely it wasn’t the young man himself. Caravan hadn’t known many new recruits in the past few years, but even so, the rebels rarely placed such importance on a single individual.
 
   Perhaps it was his unique manner? Doubtful. As diverse as Caravan was, with its residents hailing from all corners of the Mainland, one oddity more or less would make little difference, even if he were from another world!
 
   His diamond eye?
 
   Delana wondered, her steps faltering slightly. Could it be that? Could there be something arcane going on, some residual effect of his unique brand of magic on the village? Perhaps drawing the mages to him in such a way as to leave them adrift in his absence? Jaren would probably know more...
 
   She scoffed, and continued on her way. If such a thing were possible, there would have been record of it passed down through the ages since the time of the Rending. There would have been recorded incidents in the histories and traditions that would mention such attractions between the mages, as all gemstone mages were new at one time or another.
 
   Delana forced a little bounce into her step, and forced all thought of Sal aside. She, at least, was determined not to be bound by whatever malaise had taken the magical community of Caravan. She had a stew to prepare and a husband to satisfy. She had no time for such nonsense.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 22
 
   On the advice of my new instructor, I am recording my experiences here at the Camp of the Unmarked in Bastion. This will serve to chart my progress as I learn more about magic, particularly about Emerald, my soulgem.
 
   It is said that as a mage grows more structured in style and ability to wield, the ability to improvise will likewise diminish, a tendency my instructor calls “specialization”. This journal is supposed to help me combat that tendency by providing a link to my open-minded, idealistic past, or so I’m told. Quite frankly, I fail to see the point.
 
   It’s been twice a fortnight since I first set foot on the island of Ysre. In some ways, it seems like only yesterday when I first saw the walls of Bastion; in other ways, a lifetime.
 
   Everything here is so different than it was back home. I remember a point in my life when I judged the passing of time by seasons, the joys of hunting in the winter, the idle days of summer. The actual marking of specific days, such as a birthday or a holiday... that was something left to the town elders.
 
   But here in Bastion, time seems so important. I’ve been introduced to what the instructors call a “calendar”, a precise—if somewhat cold—device for ordering the days of the year. I’ve found that the year is divided up into five months of seventy three days each. A three-day festival is placed in the middle of each month, with every fourth year adding a day to the Festival of Harvest. I always wondered how it was that the elders decided when to hold our festivals back home. Turns out that they had been planned out long before the elders were born. I’ve yet to see what city folks might consider a festival, but I’m looking forward to it. Apparently, I missed the last one on my way downriver from Scholar’s Ford. Just my luck.
 
   My orientation period is complete. Having mastered General Mana Theory, and gained absolute control over my conduits, I have been deemed ready to move on to the next phase of my training. Tomorrow, I am to begin formal training with the camp’s commanding officer, Emerald Rank Master Aten’rih.
 
   Master Aten’rih says that I have a knack for magic, an instinct. I don’t know about all that. I just think that Fiol back home did an outstanding job teaching me the whys and wherefores of magic. His guidance makes it somewhat easier to grasp the concepts they teach here.
 
   Home. I’ve been thinking a lot about home lately. I look out the window of our barracks, expecting to see the fields speckled white with budding cotton, or green with new ears of corn. Instead, I see grey stone. Make no mistake, the city is alive. Since learning how to use my secondary vision, I can hardly miss the vitality of Bastion. But it’s still not home. I miss my family. I miss Marissa.
 
   I can hardly wait to see her again, to hold her, to show her all the wonderful things I’ve learned how to do. The more I learn, the more I realize that I have been given a very special gift, one that may yet serve to make this world a better place.
 
    
 
   For the glory of the Highest.
 
   Subsergeant Sal, Fourth Regiment of Garrison
 
   Eternal Service of the Earthen Ranks
 
   Camp of the Unmarked, Bastion
 
   69th day of Sunglory, 4135
 
    
 
   “Twice a fortnight?” Sal muttered with a grimace. It frustrated him to no end, having to talk like he was some twelfth-century hick just waiting on someone to lead a revolution against an evil Duke or something. Still, he knew his journals would be read—Rank recruits had no privacy whatsoever—so he had to make sure that any curious reader would read exactly what he expected to read. Still, Sal choked a little as he wrote the last line. He quickly scribbled his name, and placed the date beneath. For the glory of the Highest, indeed.
 
   Satisfied, he blew the ink dry, sprinkling in a little powdery sand to be sure, then carefully replaced the journal in his footlocker. Many of the other students were doing the same—those who could write, anyway. They were writing about their studies, Sal was sure. Writing about their aspirations, their dreams, all for the glory of the Highest. But Sal couldn’t help wondering how many of his comrades actually believed all that. He hadn’t seen anything specific that would make him feel that way. He hadn’t heard of any dissension in the ranks—or in the Ranks. He really couldn’t say what, if anything, made him feel like his fellows were less than loyal to the Highest. It was a baseless gut feeling, but it was there all the same.
 
   He crawled onto his bunk and turned down the wick on his lamp, then settled back, making himself as comfortable as the stiff grass-woven bunk would allow. As early as it was, he knew sleep would be a long time coming. Sighing, he shifted his weight on the bunk once more and tried to relax, fingering his eye patch to make sure it was still in place, as he did every night before bed. He closed his singular gemstone eye and idly replayed the events of the past month. 
 
   The trip downriver had taken all of about two weeks, and was rather uneventful. The ship had actually left for Bastion at little more than half its maximum capacity. Many of the Academic’s normal fare had opted to take a later ferry, deciding that the upcoming Festival of Summerheight was worth the delay. So much the better, as far as Sal was concerned. The few remaining passengers, mostly new students or Rank recruits, paid little attention to Sal, or if they did notice him, the grim demeanor and the wicked-looking eye patch dampened their curiosity. The few students who dared approach the one-eyed mage lost interest quickly enough. Sal wasn’t sure if it was his charming demeanor or the doeskin hilt of his katana, but he just couldn’t seem to keep a conversation alive. Sal chuckled at this, tugging reflexively at his eye patch 
 
   The sword drew as much attention as it deterred, both on the ship, and when he’d disembarked in Bastion. Swords were not uncommon in Bastion, especially among emeralds, who had limited offensive magic. But his katana was obviously of a more deadly make—a cut above the rest, one might say—and sporting the emblem of the Order of the Silent Blade on the hilt and scabbard. True, the hilt was only doeskin, denoting his novice abilities, but it was a shol’tuk weapon all the same, not a sword of the Earthen Rank, and it garnered as many wary glances as a gold hilt. The sword gave birth to all sorts of rumors about Sal. Perhaps he was a decourted lord of some sort? Or maybe he was an adherent that left the shadows to pursue more legitimate goals? Or perhaps the sword was a souvenir, a trophy snatched from the hands of some unwary shol’tuk who hadn’t noticed the emerald gleam from his single eye? Sal hadn’t aided in the creation of any of the rumors, but he did nothing to quell them, either. He just let people think what they would. And why not? If it kept people out of his way, he really didn’t care what the current story might be.
 
   So it was that Sal spent most of the trip alone. His favorite pastime was to walk the deck, casually taking in the scenery as the ship navigated the wide banks of the river. It was ten days from Scholar’s Ford to the Sea of Ysre, which was little more than an enormous freshwater lake. It would fit in nicely with the Great Lakes back home. Upon seeing the broad blue expanse, the captain ordered all sails to full, and they reached Bastion by noon on the fifteenth day.
 
   He found the Earthen Rank training camp without too much difficulty, and they accepted his identity without question. Odd. The disguise worked just fine in Scholar’s Ford, but he expected a bit more scrutiny from the Ranks. As it happened, he didn’t have to wonder about it very long. Master Aten’rih’s address to the recruits brought it all into perspective.
 
   “They are Scholars,” he had said, pointing to the towering Academy in the distance. “You are Rank. They do research, form theories, help to make policy and law under the governors of the respective territories, and ultimately, the Highest. You uphold and defend those policies without question. Never take it into your head that you have a better understanding of what is right and wrong. In Bastion, I am your moral compass. I’ll tell you what’s right and wrong.”
 
   Scholars and Rank were each the antithesis of the other. One school was of contemplation, the other of action. One strove to make life better, the other brought life to an end. Scholars saw the world in all its ambiguity, where Rank officers saw it in black and white. So when Sal arrived at the training camp bearing the armor and sigil of an Earthen Rank subsergeant, they saw no reason to doubt the veracity of his story. After all, what mage in his right mind would dare risk certain death by impersonating a soldier of the Highest, when legitimate recruitment and service were so highly esteemed?
 
   No one would ever guess that he was doing precisely that.
 
   None of it had been Sal’s plan, actually. He’d only thought to use the uniform and the story to get to Bastion, and figure out what to do next when he got there. But he’d been so readily accepted by the Rank recruits on the ship, and then on the wharves, that he simply blessed his good fortune and went with it.
 
   It was an easy enough role to play. Command lower ranked soldiers. Obey superior officers. Respond to every order with a loud yes-sir. It was all routine to the ex-SEAL. In a strange way, it gave him a feeling of having come home. The “three hots and a cot” was also nice.
 
   And it gave him access to the schools of magic, which was an added bonus. Unlike formal magic schools, so he was told, Rank orientation was, by necessity, a mixed population. All new recruits, with the exception of granites, were given their initial subjects—Mana Theory, Military Protocol, Theology—in joint session, regardless of their gemstone Rank. Apparently, it was to familiarize all new recruits with the abilities of the other Tiles. After all, an emerald couldn’t trust a ruby until he knew what the ruby was capable of. By the same token, an amethyst couldn’t destroy a sapphire without first knowing his weakness.
 
   All of which suited Sal perfectly. He listened just as intently when the instructors spoke with an amethyst or a ruby as he did when they spoke to the emeralds. It took a little practice, bending his ear to how the various Ranks viewed magic, but within the first few days of enrolling at the training camp, Sal touched Ruby for then first time, and then finally Amethyst.
 
   It was slow going at first. Ruby and Amethyst were very aggressive magics, unlike Emerald and, to a lesser extent, Sapphire. And the instructors never went over how to actually touch the various soulgems. It was assumed that each mage had that kind of access already. After all, Bearers of the Tiled Hand were ever vigilant, and would never leave a newly ascended mage without first making sure that he had access to at least the most basic instruction. Such abandonment could be disastrous, and was avoided at all cost.
 
   And yet, as estranged as the varying viewpoints of the different Rank instructors were concerning their soulgems, Sal was able to pick out a single link between them. Each soulgem, save Emerald, had a projectile nature to it. Fireballs, iceballs, lightning bolts—all were projectiles formed from the most basic magics inherent to their respective soulgem. Sal already knew from the raid on Keth’s prison coach. But as he listened to the various instructors, he noted that they all seemed to approach projectile magics from a similar perspective. Regardless what Rank the instructor who spoke on the subject, they all described their magic bolts as the essence of their soulgem, pressed together, then hurled in a specific direction. However they took hold of their soulgem, they all created and released the projectile in the same manner. Ultimately, it took nothing more than finding that lowest common denominator and building upon it.
 
   That afternoon, the instructors called a recess to their studies. It had been two weeks since the arrival of the new class, so the instructors decided, in their unending generosity, to allow the new recruits to pass the day in private study, or if the recruit felt it would be better not to remain so idle, he or she could opt to run a few errands in town. It was laughable the number of hands shot into the air.
 
   Sal chose to use his free time to go off into the southern woods just beyond the perimeter of the camp. “Herb Lore”, he claimed as his excuse as he passed the guard at the southern gate—a more seasoned recruit not much older than Sal himself.
 
   “Herb Lore? That’ll be the day,” the guard chuckled knowingly, his amethyst eyes flickering in amusement. “Don’t get yourself killed.”
 
   As Sal moved off down the southern road, he had to chuckle a bit himself. He should have known that he wasn’t the first recruit to ever go off by himself to indulge his burgeoning talent.
 
   About a mile down the dirt road, he spied a game trail leading off to the west. It seemed as likely a spot as any, so he followed the trail, the road behind him disappearing almost instantly as he made his way through the untamed brush.
 
   The game trail, little more than a narrow path of matted down high grasses and bramble vines, wound its way through a grove of shiny-leafed trees. Back home, Sal would have sworn they were magnolias. Eventually, the game trail came out on a clearing amidst the trees.
 
   The clearing spread out over the top of a squat, flat hill. It wasn’t terribly large, enclosed on three sides by magnolia, with the open side facing due west, giving a rather grand view of the Sea of Ysre. In the center of the clearing stood a boulder, ancient beyond measure, and pockmarked by uncounted thousands of young mages, each—Sal was sure—with the notion in their heads to go out into the woods to brush up on their “Herb Lore”. A smile stretched wide on his face as he settled into his place in what was no doubt a grand tradition, held fervently throughout the years by the industrious youth of Ysre.
 
   The youth of the Earthen Rank, Sal reminded himself forcefully, the thought dousing his joyous feeling of kinship. The Earthen Rank, the military hand of the unjust ruler of this world. The military that he had infiltrated, and would most likely betray before all was said and done. He batted down a sudden wave of guilt, though he couldn’t tell if it was over that impending betrayal, or the kinship he felt toward these young soldiers, a kinship that was at odds with his commitment to the Cause.
 
   Sal firmly put all these thoughts out of his mind. Such thoughts were pointless. Few of the Rank recruits, if any, were what Sal could describe as zealots. He found it hard to believe that at so early a stage, they were indoctrinated to the point that they could kill innocents upon command, so there was still time to change things. For their sake, Sal hoped so.
 
   Squaring up at the edge of the clearing, Sal released his hold on Emerald and touched Sapphire, the green tint of his vision giving way to blue. He drew the sapphire magics into him, as he had in Caravan, as he had in the trees near Mikel’s lodge. Suffused with magic as he was, he let his eye slip from primary vision to the magical secondary spectrum.
 
   All around him, the stress levels of his environment sprang to life. The volatility of the air as it flowed chaotically on a breeze, the lackadaisical sway of the leaves as they stirred, the dead peace of the boulder. He knew he could wield without actually employing his secondary sight—his ability to improvise took care of most of that drivel the instructors taught in General Mana Theory—but if he planned on touching Ruby and Amethyst, he knew it would come from what he saw while wielding Sapphire.
 
   He emptied his mind of all thought, turning his attention upon the air, as he had with Menkal. He saw the chaos of the breeze, the eddies and whirls as it twisted and pushed its way through the trees, the grass. Catching those eddies, he forced them to be still before him. He chose one eddy, studied it, concentrated upon it. Using the eddy as a focus, he poured his sapphire magics into it, packing it tighter and tighter until a ball of ice began to form. No more than a hailstone at first, it grew... and grew. He continued to force feed the iceball until it grew to about the size of a grapefruit.
 
   He studied the iceball, turning it this way and that, where he held it suspended in midair. Satisfied that the ball would serve its purpose, he wielded, pushing the ball away from him with as much force as he could muster.
 
   The ball impacted the boulder with a loud crack, exploding in a puff of snow and ice. Sal nodded to himself, satisfied with the demonstration.
 
   He brought to mind an image of the iceball. He could tell the subtle differences between the ice and the water he’d created for Menkal. The ice was much more peaceful than the water, more still. In his mind, he translated that peace into terms of heat. He knew that heat tends to animate objects. The more heat, the more animation. Perhaps the two were interchangeable...
 
   Not wanting to waste too much time on study, he again captured an eddy, and drew the magic into himself. But before the magics could get too ordered, he eased his hold on Sapphire and imagined not the peace of the eddy, but its agitation.
 
   Before him, the eddy exploded into flame, his eye shifting from blue to fiery red in an instant. But as quickly as he’d touched Ruby, the link was gone, the red tint of his vision fading with it.
 
   Sal’s hand flew to his eye reflexively, ready to rub the expected pain away, but no pain came. So he dropped his hand with a sigh, wondering what went wrong.
 
   I popped the clutch, he thought after a moment. In his attempt to switch from one soulgem to another, he lost control of the magic he held, exploding before him in a blaze of glory.
 
   But it did explode, he thought.
 
   Encouraged, he tried again, though without drawing any mana into himself. This time his eye took a red tint and held it. Feeling that he could now control any mana he held, he drew upon Ruby. Shifting to his secondary sight, his breath caught in his throat as the world bled from red-tinted clarity to infrared.
 
   He cast his gaze from left to right, seeing creatures about him that he’d never noticed before. A rabbit hopped through the brush a few yards beyond the boulder. A cluster of squirrels chattered in the trees to his right. A colony of ants worked their sun-warmed mound, ever expanding their clay condominium upward.
 
   Forcing his attention back to the task at hand, he caught one of the heated updrafts that lay between him and the boulder, and fed his ruby magics into it. The updraft shimmered with growing heat, a pinprick of white fire growing to a pea, to a baseball.
 
   Again, upon reaching the size of a grapefruit, he stopped. As before, he examined the fireball he’d created, and when he was satisfied, he thrust it toward the boulder.
 
   The fireball didn’t make the loud crack that the iceball did, but its impact was no less impressive. So impressive, in fact, that Sal had to switch back to Sapphire for a moment to handle fire control. Glowing embers left streamers of smoke in their wake, marking the places where they fell. Sal wielded toward these spots, covering them with so much snow.
 
   Crisis averted, he took a deep breath and decided to try his hand at Amethyst. The violet soulgem was a bit more difficult to touch, its essence not tied to the actual lightning it wielded but rather the energy behind it, but after a few tries, he got it. Having learned from his last attempt at magic missiles, he stood ready to switch soulgems in an instant, prepared for the unexpected. He was not disappointed.
 
   The afternoon passed swiftly, punctuated by explosions of various natures, with the occasional wild shot giving a rough counterpoint. By the time the sun was dipping toward the sparkling waters of Ysre, Sal was satisfied that he could call upon each soulgem in an instant. Not much more than that, but that was all he’d really been after anyway. He left that clearing content in an afternoon well-spent, the pockmarked surface of the boulder standing in silent, smoking testimony of his time studying “Herb Lore”.
 
   ***
 
   He practiced the soulgems every day. Alone, of course, lest an overly curious student notice his gemstone eye flash from green to some other color. He spent so much time either in the woods or—when he couldn’t get away—in the latrine that his fellows began to worry that he was either ill, or a pervert. But the rumors—and the smell—paid off. In no time at all, he was able to assume any Tile, not just touching the various soulgems, but wielding them with equal ease and perfection. He imagined that knowing the runesets of the various soulgems gave him a certain edge that he might not otherwise have. His proficiency with magic eventually advanced to the point where he could see magical auras without touching any soulgem at all, though he was careful not to let anyone see his eye in its diamond clarity. All in all, he’d considered the first couple of weeks quite productive.
 
   By the end of his third week, he had distinguished himself as a premier student, advancing farther and faster than any of his peers. He was soon receiving the grudging nods of his instructors, surprised at Sal’s grasp of the material but bound and determined not to show him any particular favor. But no one was more surprised than Sal. In his mind, the way the instructors approached magic seemed all wrong.
 
   In his classes, he was taught how to build a spell from its initial concept, adding to it various component concepts to shape mana into a specific idea, then to wield that idea as a completed spell. It reminded Sal of Jaren’s description of magic, before Sal had ascended. Sal had to admit that the process did work, but it just seemed to be so... sterile. Tedious. After the first few lessons, Sal rejected them entirely. He secretly began to wield the way he had taught himself, focusing more on the end result than on the means to reach that end. He thought of it as a magical form of shol’tuk, and it served him well enough. His instructors were never the wiser.
 
   Quite frequently, Sal allowed his mind to wander, barely paying attention to the lessons his instructors were giving. The elder mages, of course, took his daydreaming as an affront to their teaching. They saw Sal as arrogant, disrespectful, self-important. It saw him a good deal of time scrubbing out the crockery—by hand!—but it was time well wasted, in his opinion. Only when he let his mind wander did he ever truly learn anything from his classes. 
 
   One particular day, he cast his mind back to the attack on Caravan, when he flooded his being with emerald magic. At the time, all he’d wanted was for the magic to protect him, to heal his wounds as they occurred. The magic did that, alright. But quite unexpectedly, the magic also flooded his sword, killing his opponents with the merest scratch.
 
   Sal never actually “built” a single spell throughout the entire battle, and never had until the day he’d been directed to by one of his Rank instructors. He just let the magic do its own thing. It was so much simpler, and Sal proved to himself every day that it worked. So why, he wondered, would his instructors teach that magic was more complex than that? Did they just not realize how simple magic could be?
 
   Well, apparently not. From ascension on, a mage was taught the complexity of magic, and how important it was to remain in control of it at all times. In the Edicts of the Tiled Hand, recruiters were even commissioned to “neutralize”—Sal laughed absently at how politically correct even this world could be—new mages who refused to learn how to restrict their conduits, cutting themselves off from the mana flows. But why, he wondered? Mana Theory stated that all newly ascended mages are able to cast minor spells, cantrips inherent to their soulgem—rubies could light small fires, sapphires could fill cups with water, and so forth. It was like the sucking reflex of a newborn child. It was almost instinctual. But newly ascended mages weren’t supposed to be powerful enough, or knowledgeable enough, to wield more complex magics. So why set limits so early on?
 
   That one question effectively revealed the answer to him. Mana Theory was a means of limitation.
 
   The revelation shocked Sal almost to his feet. Every eye turned toward him as he struggled to right himself in his chair. Sheepishly, he passed the ordeal off on a lapse of attention, and promised the instructor that it would never happen again.
 
   “How terribly scandalous,” the instructor dead-panned, garnering a round of jeers from the peanut gallery. Suitably bolstered by everyone else’s attention, the elder mage returned to his drab line of instruction, his droning monotone kicking in without a hitch.
 
   Sal was a stellar pupil, even considering his tendency toward inattentiveness. He wasn’t sure if this lessened or heightened the level of his punishment whenever brought before Master Aten’rih. Whichever the case, few instructors were able to hold his attention for long, so they collectively began to view his various punishments as half-heartedly as Sal received them. As was the case with his instructor that day. He hadn’t even moved on to the next point before Sal was once more lost in thought.
 
   Ever since that discovery—the notion that Mana Theory was a prescribed restriction placed on a mage’s ability to wield—Sal found himself lying awake long into the night, turning that discovery over and over in his mind. Now that he could see the purpose behind Mana Theory, it was painfully obvious. He felt like a fool, not noticing it before. But the question of how Mana Theory limited magic still bothered him continuously.
 
   Such were Sal’s thoughts as he lay back on his woven-grass cot, anticipating his first day of formal training with Master Aten’rih. And like every night for the past week or so, the question promised to keep him awake long into the night. So he just gave into it, and commenced his nightly meditation, retreading familiar ground in the hopes of discovering something hidden.
 
   Mana Theory taught focus on the component concepts of a spell, rather than the end result. Mana Theory took a single truth and built upon it, shaping it to the needs of the wielder. A fire fed on oxygen, so the wielder’s mana directing the fire to consume more oxygen, causing the fire to grow. Water was formed by condensation, so magically drawing more vapor from the air would cause more water to condense. The more components that were added to a given spell, the more complex it would become—the more “specialized”, as Master Aten’rih termed it.
 
   Sal approached magic from the opposite end of the spectrum. He tended to focus on the desired result, rather than the spell’s component concepts. He didn’t care where the water came from. He didn’t need to care. All he had to do was direct the mana to a specific purpose, and allow the mana to take whatever course was necessary to achieve that goal. His only limit was his imagination—
 
   And there it was! Dear God, it was so simple! Mana Theory focused on components, eliminating the mage’s ability to employ imagination. Therefore, the magic was limited to the components known to the mage.
 
   Sal’s shol’tuk version of magic knew no such boundaries. In focusing on the end result, the magic did most of the work for him. Basically, all he had to do was picture what he wanted and, so long as it was within the laws of physics, it happened. And the laws of physics left a lot of room for imagination.
 
   Sal nodded his satisfaction. At last he saw why Mana Theory was taught. It indoctrinated new mages with the notion that they were only as powerful as the knowledge they possessed. By the time that they learned otherwise, it was too late. They had in large part discounted the value of imagination, or forgotten it entirely. Without imagination, the ability to improvise was lost. In shol’tuk, an inability to improvise was certain death. Sal was sure that in magic, the risk could be just as great.
 
   All at once, Sal realized the true value of his situation. The longer he was in Bastion, the more he could learn about the way the world views magic, as well as strengthen his already impressive grasp of magic. And with his fresh insight, there was no telling how that could benefit the Resistance. If I’m ever able to rejoin them, he thought wryly.
 
   Lying on his grass-woven bunk in the barracks, Sal both looked forward to that day, and dreaded it. There wasn’t a moment that went by that he didn’t wish he was back with Reit, Retzu, Jaren... and Marissa. The memory of their one kiss stole his concentration a thousand times a day. The memory of Reit pulling her away from the battle, and that look of fear. Rejoining the Resistance meant running the risk of her witnessing his death. Or him witnessing hers...
 
   He banished the thought forcibly, focusing on the present. He was an officer in the Earthen Ranks now. As much as he wanted to leave, to be with Marissa, he knew he couldn’t. Not yet. He was in a position to do the Resistance a lot of good. He was on the inside, an officer in the enemy’s own camp, with men under his command. Men who were learning to trust him.
 
   Sal wondered again if the soldiers of the Earthen Ranks truly served the Highest out of loyalty, out of love. After spending more than a month in their midst—or what he was used to calling a “month”, rather than what the local calendar observed—and getting to know some of the other recruits personally, he just couldn’t bring himself to believe it.
 
   A bell tolled in the distance. Second Watch. Around him, the barracks grew dim as lamps were puffed out one by one and soldiers knelt by their bedsides, bringing their nightly petitions to the Crafter. Few of the whispered voices mentioned the Highest. Those who did seemed to do so hesitantly, almost as an afterthought.
 
   No, Sal decided. The Earthen Ranks aren’t truly loyal to the Highest. They fear him, probably ended up joining the Ranks in order to garner favor, protection for their families. And who can blame them? There are no real alternatives.
 
   What? Follow a rebel prince who’s already been captured once, who’s all but declared open war on the undisputed ruler of the mainland, possibly the whole world? No. No one would risk their families to follow a man they didn’t know, didn’t trust. On the other hand, if there were someone they did know...
 
   Sal pondered this long into the night, finally drifting off to sleep, where thoughts of revolution were replaced with visions of sunlit red curls and the scent of lavender soap.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 23
 
   In the night-cooled southern forests of Aeden’s Lost Garden, amidst the silence broken only by the occasional song of a twilight warbler, another soul stirred.
 
   Keth lay back on his pallet, as comfortable as he could make himself, but still sleep was proving to be elusive. He wondered where Sal was, what he was doing. Was he safe? Did he still think of his friends, those who had adopted him as family? The young granite guessed that this was what his Da felt like as a kid, waiting for his brother to come home from the Clanwars.
 
   Things had been strained for days following the attack on the eastern slopes of the Aedenlee Foothills. Once the immediate danger had passed, the horror of previous week started to settle in. There was little laughter and carrying on, even among the kids. There was a glint of steel in every eye, a snarl in every word. The shock of the attacks was slow in wearing off. All to the good, as far as the protection of the village was concerned, but it had made life very drab, very hollow for a while. It cast a grim shadow over the village that seemed to seep into the bones. Keth didn’t know if it was that shadow, or his granite indifference trying to set in, but things quickly came to a head for him. He was determined not to fall into the same funk as everyone else.
 
   Keth pushed forward with his arcane studies, though he did so alone, without the instruction of the newest granites to Caravan. He had no idea why, but Jaeda refused to even see him. Gaelen tried to tell him that she didn’t want to impede the progress that he was making in his studies of Granite, but that just didn’t make any sense. What smith doesn’t pass his knowledge onto an apprentice? What father refuses to teach his son? He’d been half tempted to visit the other granite, the one called Nestor, but Reit was adamant in his command that the granite general be left alone. More than once, his oath of fealty bristled on him, but he said nothing. After all, he’d sworn to Reit of his own free will, and he’d bow the master of the Abyss before he broke his word.
 
   For endless hours, he would wield his granite magic, if for no other reason than to just be doing something. Oh, how he hated the waiting, the inaction he saw around him! Even with the apparent business of the village, it all seemed like so much window dressing, neglecting the heart of the problems they faced. So much more could be put into motion, so many plans could be made. Each second that passed could be a second devoted to getting Sal back, or improving Caravan’s defenses, or training the raid parties for the upcoming Festival of Harvest. Anything!
 
   He even turned to creating and destroying—then recreating again!—his little granite spheres to give his daily life a sense of purpose, however minimal. Anything to stave off the boredom. And whenever he felt his focus beginning to slip, he’d pester a shol’tuk lesson or two out of Retzu. From sunup to sundown, he stayed busy with one project or another. Got himself the doeskin, aye, and was less than a step away from the linen, but that was entirely beside the point. He’d even taken to becoming one with the earth, melting sword and all into the ground beneath him, to work his shol’tuk forms in utter isolation for as long as his focus could hold out.
 
   Crafter be praised, the people of Caravan finally started to come around. But the change was far from gradual. It happened so suddenly that it was almost frightening. One night he lay in bed, searching the silence for a cough, a whimper, anything to let him know that he wasn’t alone in the village. The next morning, the camp was abuzz with activity. Keth really didn’t care what brought about the change after weeks of nothing. He just blessed the Crafter and His Prophets that it had.
 
   Following the ambush in the foothills, Caravan had remained fully mobile, camping in a different spot each night. Pegasi and amethysts had been sent to gather up those straggling villagers that could yet be found, along with refugees from other rebel cells. There was more than enough work to go around, and now that the funk had finally lifted, people were getting after it with a vengeance. Someone was always needing something crafted, or mended, or altered. Master Seti’s forge may as well have been a tavern, for all the callers it entertained.
 
   Before, this might have suited Keth just fine. Crafter take it, he’d prayed for the day to arrive! But in those half-numb days immediately following the attacks, he’d actually gained an appreciation for his granite abilities. His “gifts”, as he referred to them now. And each new custom order took him away from his arcane studies. He couldn’t help but to grin at the irony.
 
   Each time he explored his gifts, he found new uses for them. Now he put his whole heart into his studies, far surpassing anything that Jaren could teach him, and quite likely Jaeda as well. And that enthusiasm carried over to other aspects of his life. Especially into shol’tuk. The precision of the stances, the fluidity of motion, the veritable melding of logic and creativity... he almost thought that his lessons with Retzu made him better able to explore his magic. Ridiculous! What did swords have to do with mana? No matter. Whatever the connection, its existence was evident. If he’d leapt into the doeskin hilt, he was virtually flying toward linen now!
 
   Master Seti noticed his new enthusiasm as well. Or rather, he noticed that his apprentice often had his mind on other things, far, far away from the mechanical clunking of his hammer. More than once, Keth would awake from his thoughts to find Master Seti’s eyes on him, the blacksmith shaking his head and snickering good-naturedly. He knew well where Keth wanted to be. So even with the increased demands of the forge, the blacksmith let the young granite go his way whenever he could spare him.
 
   Often, Keth would use this time to simply sit, and look. The object of his study didn’t concern him, only the studying of it. He found this ironic as well, after all his complaining about inactivity, to sit idle and watch a flower open, or a gnat buzz around a rotting fruit. He would study the object closely, examining the patterns that made it up, and the bits that made up those patterns. Other times, he would take those bits and push at them magically, watch them strain against the natural bonds that held them.
 
   One day, those bits moved.
 
   He hadn’t expected it really. He was simply thinking back on the night that he’d first learned to consciously wield. He had been looking at a wooden stick, but he saw that loaf of bread, the petrified bread that he turned into steel. In his mind, it was still so vivid—the bits that formed the bread, the way he rearranged them to fit the pattern of the steel in the dagger. He didn’t realize what he was doing until the stick grew cold in his hand.
 
   Amazed, he stared at the now-steel bar. He could still see the minute ridges and valleys of woodgrain within the bar, the knotholes and leaves that sprouted from it at odd angles, all metallic. He could see tiny fissures in the branch, where he’d attempted to cut through the stick with a knife earlier. The fissures gleamed a lighter blue against the blue-black of the rest of the branch, telltale signs of the steel’s weakness in those spots. Still, it was strong, solid throughout.
 
   He’d done that! He’d turned the wood into metal, with only the force of his will. He’d pushed at the bits of wood, and they moved...
 
   Moved?
 
   A new, peculiar thought occurred to him. Concentrating on the bar, he drew upon the granite magic, and wielded. Mana flowed from his arm, into the steel. As he watched, the woodgrain smoothed out. The knotholes filled and the leaves melted. The branch elongated, thinned out, became straighter. Its edge sharpened visibly. With each passing second, Keth’s understanding of his “gift” became more defined. He wasn’t just learning his abilities. He was bending the very laws of nature.
 
   He starred at the object in his hand, formed seemingly of its own accord. A mixture of pride and awe filled him. Had his eyes been natural, he might have had to shade them from the gleam of the magic-wrought steel. He might have seen the beauty in it, the shadows of woodgrain still in the blade. He might have seen the love that he’d put into the hilt—which later that night would sport his doeskin strip—or the menace in the keen edge. But all he saw at the moment was his accomplishment. He saw his growing mastery of his talents. And it all started with a suggestion from Sal...
 
   Keth’s eyes snapped open, and he stared out into the rippling orange of the tent as it stirred in the night air. It always seems to come back to Sal, don’t it?
 
   Keth fought the sudden urge to go out looking for him. I’ve been commanded not to, he reminded himself viciously. You will keep your word.
 
   He’d fought many such urges since that day a week ago that he’d told the others that Sal was still alive. He couldn’t believe how callous el’Yatza could be, writing Sal off without even trying! Sal was smart, innovative, and a natural leader. He was an extremely valuable asset to the Cause. It seemed only logical that Lord Reit would order a rescue attempt, but he was too busy making excuses as to why he could not.
 
   The young granite raged at the excuses, seeing them as unacceptable weakness, and raged at himself for even thinking such thoughts against his sworn lord. Sal had to be in grave danger for him to not try to find his way home, and yet Reit—Lord Reit—would do nothing. The Heads of Order and Guild would do nothing. No one, not even the artisan, seemed willing to do anything. Keth begged them to at least let him go out alone, but they refused that as well. Lord Reit didn’t want to risk losing Keth to the Highest. Jaren didn’t want him to get killed. Miss Marissa wouldn’t say anything, just stare off into nothingness and cry softly. They all felt how important Sal was to the Cause, the mages more than any, and yet everyone seemed content to sit back on their haunches and do nothing!
 
   With each passing moment, his ire mounted. Ire quickly gave way to outrage, and that to a righteous fury. He felt torn, straight down the middle of his soul, with each half vying for control of the whole. We cannot win without Sal. We cannot win, he shouted silently, only to hear his own voice echo back, You swore an oath. You must trust that what your liege lord commands is for the best... We cannot win...You cannot betray your vow...
 
   He grabbed at his head with both hands, panting against the urge to cry out, trying to rip out his frustration with his hair. Pain brought tears to his eyes, his jaw clenched.
 
   Good, good. Pain was exactly what he needed just now.
 
   Death is raw, like the hide of a newly skinned bull.
 
   The near-magical words of the mantra worked their way into his soul, as they always did. His focus sharpened. He could feel the tattered remnants of discipline drawing slowly together. His breathing slowed, his fingers went slack. The screaming in his scalp eased.
 
   Death is soft, like the doe in her winter coat.
 
   Focus. Calm.
 
   After the first recitation, the words came easier to him. Again and again he repeated his hilts, absorbing every last drop of control the incantations offered him, until at last he felt his shoulders relaxed, the knots in his back ease. He let go of his hair altogether, and rubbed his sweaty palms against his jerkin. For good measure, he silently recited his hilts once more. Finally, he deemed himself able to think rationally about this, his emotions once more in check.
 
   He admitted—grudgingly—that Lord Reit’s refusal was wise. There was no excusing the danger that the Resistance would face in an all out attempt to rescue one man. The ends simply did not justify the means. But that changed nothing. The Resistance needed Sal, now more than ever.
 
   Lord Reit, in particular, needed Sal. The one-eyed mage saw things differently that anyone else, picked up on things that others missed or took for granted. In the fight for freedom, such an asset could be the difference between winning and losing. The Highest might be able to anticipate Lord Reit as he had every other upstart rebel leader throughout history, but not Sal.
 
   Miss Marissa needed Sal, too. With him gone, she could hardly work, could hardly even eat. And right now more than ever, her expertise in magical weaponry was vital. If she could not concentrate on her work, the mundane people of Caravan would suffer in their ability to survive another attack, much less mount one of their own.
 
   Master Retzu, Menkal, Jaren, Senosh... the list went on and on. Everyone in Caravan needed Sal in one form or fashion. True, it was too risky to attempt a rescue. But, in Keth’s opinion, it was just as risky not to.
 
   Feeling his frustration simmering anew, Keth took a calming breath, reciting his hilts again out of reflex. Even if his sworn lord had not given him a direct command to leave Sal in the hands of the Crafter for the time being, there was still nothing he could do at the moment. He had no idea where Sal actually was, or whether he was really being held captive. All he knew for certain was that Sal was alive. The rest was speculation.
 
   Keth forced himself to relax, and wriggled deeper into his pallet. When he was settled, he dropped his hand to the floor below. The ground rippled as he melted his hand into the dirt. Every night he held a similar vigil, feeling for Sal’s aura—the structure of Sal’s magical presence—across miles of night-cooled earth. Sometimes he felt it faintly, far off to the south. Most times, like tonight, he felt nothing.
 
   Still, he lay there, joined with the sleeping earth, its peace eventually lulling him to sleep.
 
   ***
 
   Nestor peered through slitted eyes at the nodding Jaeda, holding sleepy vigil in her chair by the door, as had become her custom. He shot a quick look out the door, then back to Jaeda. 
 
   The door was propped slightly open, allowing a draft to come in, and a hasty exit, should Jaeda need it. Long weeks ago, Reit’s guard rotation had become lax in their duties, either nodding off themselves or taking long, leisurely strolls through the night air to stay awake.
 
   Tonight, the guard’s chair was empty.
 
   ***
 
   Sal sat bolt upright in bed, his lungs heaving with imagined exertion and fear. Instinctively, he took hold of the emerald magic, its power suffusing his being, ready to heal or deal out death, whichever was needed. Gradually, he realized that neither were needed. Snores replaced the din of battle in his ears, candle lit blackness replaced the blood drenched field. He lay in breeches upon a woven bunk, not on a gurney beneath a shroud. He’d been dreaming.
 
   The barracks. I’m in the Earthen Rank barracks at the training camp on the outskirts of Bastion.
 
   He breathed a sigh of relief and scrubbed his sweat-slick hair, the remnants of the dream quickly fading now. Already, he felt fatigue threatening to steal back over him.
 
   His hands still shook from the adrenaline rush brought on by the dream. He stood and stretched to the sound of stiff joints popping. Spying the wash barrel, he padded over, his toes curling on the cold, flagstone floor.
 
   ***
 
   A tickling sensation woke Keth. He glanced at his hand, still one with the ground beneath it. It was no dream. He felt Sal.
 
   The sensation was very faint, diluted by thousands of miles of rock. Had it been an aura that Keth was less familiar with, he would have never noticed it, but there was a distinct signature in the aura of the world’s only diamond mage. It was him, but the aura was almost too faint to follow. The voices of doubt sprang up in Keth’s mind. We can’t risk losing you too, Reit’s voice argued. It’s too far away, said Jaren’s voice.
 
   Keth’s own voice joined in the chorus. I never feel Sal for more than a few moments at a time. Why should tonight be any different? If I can’t feel him, I can’t find him. And what if Jaren and Lord Reit are right? What if the Highest is waiting for me?
 
   We’re not talking about a rescue here, the thought came to him, wholly unbidden. One might say, by inspiration. We’re talking reconnaissance.
 
   Keth couldn’t argue with that logic, and couldn’t justify wasting time in trying. With a grunt of stubbornness, he banished the voices and rolled off his pallet, falling into the dirt floor.
 
   He floated there in the soil for a moment to get his bearings. He could feel his friend’s presence off to the south, though he couldn’t tell where or how far. He willed himself forward, speeding through the earth and rock toward his target.
 
   As he traveled, the structure of Sal’s aura slowly became sharper, more defined. Like a bloodhound sniffing out a trail, Keth used his friend’s aura to guide his search. He made minor adjustments as he went, until he was satisfied that he was heading straight for Sal. Confident, Keth drew fully on the Granite soulgem, and launched himself with abandon toward his lost friend.
 
   ***
 
   Sal shook the water from his hair, wiped the excess from his face. Behind the wash barrel stood a mirror. He gazed into it for a moment, noting the changes to his appearance that fourteen or so weeks in this strange world had brought him.
 
   His hair was still close cropped, though not as neat as the high-and-tight he was used to. Rank barbers were not as skilled as Navy barbers, to be sure. As long as the hair was short enough that an opponent couldn’t grab it, that was good enough for them. His chin was covered in a week-old growth, giving him a rugged look that suited his grizzled “Rank soldier” role nicely. The leather patch clung to the right side of his face, covering his remaining natural eye. The other eye glittered back at Sal through the mirror, candlelight reflecting off the orb’s smooth, emerald surface.
 
   Sure that his colleagues were asleep, Sal drew on Ruby. He watched in awe as his emerald eye dimmed, shifting from its accustomed green to a fiery red in a swirling blend of color. Sal chuckled in bewilderment. It didn’t matter that he’d done this a thousand times before, standing in front of this same mirror and doing the same parlor tricks. No matter how many times he saw it, it never ceased to amaze him.
 
   Leery of being found out, Sal quickly recaptured the emerald magic. Still grinning his amusement, he meandered back to his cot.
 
   ***
 
   All of a sudden, it was gone.
 
   Keth stopped and waited for a moment. Sometimes Sal’s aura would disappear for a few seconds, only to reappear soon after. But seconds went by. Then minutes. Still Keth waited, despairing, hoping desperately that he would feel Sal’s aura again in the distance.
 
   It’s no use, he thought finally. He’s either put his boots on, or climbed back into bed. Frustration tore at Keth. He would have screamed, if the earth permeating his lungs and throat would have allowed it. He resigned himself to silent oaths, cursing himself for not moving fast enough.
 
   He willed himself upward, exhuming himself from the magical grave. The earth rippled slightly as he broke the surface, sending waves through the tall grass above. Free of the ground below, he released the spell. His vision flashed brilliantly for a moment, then returned to its normal multicolored state as it always did. Funny that I should think of this as normal, he thought to himself. Keth looked around, searching for any landmarks that he might recognize.
 
   He found himself in a large meadow, possibly one of the old campsites of the nomadic rebel villages. But there was something familiar here. That tree, how it crooks to the side. That boulder, with the haitberry shrub growing through a crack near the top. The way the bordering trees to the south thinned out to reveal a vast open plain beyond.
 
   Yes, he recognized the field. It was about twenty five miles southeast of camp. It was a place Reit had said that they would likely move in the next day or two.
 
   And it was directly in line with Bastion.
 
   ***
 
   “Look, I know what I felt,” barked Keth. His voice boomed furiously across the communal tent, pitched just between Jaren’s and Reit’s own wagons.
 
   Reit stifled a yawn as he listened to the young granite’s tirade. Keth had awakened him from a dead sleep, demanding without preamble that a rescue team be dispatched to Bastion at once. But even half awake, the rebel leader refused to be persuaded.
 
   “I’m not saying that you didn’t sense him, Keth. But now is not the time to go off on some half-ripe plan.” The granite opened his mouth to respond, but Reit cut him off. “The Earthen Rank haven’t given up the search for us, no matter what you might think. I’m constantly getting reports of our sister villages being forced to relocate—sometimes three times a week—to avoid the Rank scouts. And we will be headed for Bastion soon, anyway. If we sent a team toward Bastion now, in advance of the rest of us also headed toward Bastion, we run the risk of losing men that we cannot spare on an endeavor that would just as easily be served five weeks hence.”
 
   “Five weeks could see Sal dead by our inaction,” Keth accused.
 
   “And what of the lives of my men?!?” Reit snapped, his outrage bringing him fully awake. “What of the knowledge that they would carry about our plans for Harvest, to the very city we plan to attack? You have the audacity to come into my home in the dead of night and demand we send out a rescue team into a city that absolutely teems with Earthen Rank! Have you not thought of their lives? Or those of their families? Or those of the people of this land, should our plans for Harvest be compromised? And for what? The life of a friend—dear, yes, but not dear enough to cost the world this rare chance at freedom. The Highest has held the mainland in his grip for far too long. We need the information that is in the Archives. Too much depends on it. I cannot allow any man—not even Sal—stand in the way of that.”
 
   Keth crossed his arms and set his jaw stubbornly. For long minutes, he couldn’t look Reit in the eye. When he finally did, he found Reit staring back, absolutely unwavering, his demeanor as strong as any steel Keth had ever seen. Try as he might, he couldn’t fight the logic. Being a creature of practicality, it proved to be his weakness. And Reit knew it. “Then send me,” Keth said quietly. “I’ll do it by myself.”
 
   “Out of the question.”
 
   “Why?” Keth demanded incredulously. “I’m the perfect man for the job! I don’t know the half of what you plan for Harvest. I can avoid the patrols better than any rescue team could. I’m more powerful than any five mages you’ve got. I know how to find Sal. I—”
 
   “—would be spotted the first time you surface, if a granite squad doesn’t feel you coming first,” Reit countered. “What, the renegade granite? You can bet that every guard from Aitaxen to Aeden’s Runoff has your description, and standing orders to kill you on sight. Admit it. You’re as infamous as I am.”
 
   The granite winced, caught again in the trap of Reit’s logic.
 
   Reit softened, conscious of the pain Keth was in. “Keth, I won’t invoke the oath you’ve sworn to me. That would likely do more damage than good, anyway. But you must trust me. I’ve poured over our options, more times than I’m willing to count. I’ve seen them from a hundred different angles. And at the moment, it’s just too great a risk.
 
   “Look, I didn’t earn the respect of my people by leaving them out to dry. Nobody—nobody—recognizes the asset we have in Sal as I do. But we cannot afford to be foolhardy at a time like this. And Sal wouldn’t want us to, either. Not with so many lives at stake. So we stick to the plan. After we have the information from the Archives, and it’s in a safe place, I fully intend to return for Sal. But until then, he’ll have to manage on his own. Trust me, he’s resourceful,” he added with a wry grin. “If he’s held out this long, he can hold out a little longer.”
 
   Keth looked down at his boots, kicking at a clod of dirt. Grudgingly he nodded, ceding the victory to Reit, then turned and strode from the tent, undoubtedly half intent on defying Reit’s orders anyway.
 
   Reit could hardly blame him. In fact, he’d been of the exact same mind as Keth for days now, ever since the granite had first sensed Sal. His heart went out to the young man as he trudged back to his own tent, frustrated. But as much as Reit identified with the mage, he had a responsibility to his people—to all people held under the thumb of the Highest—and he would not make any move that didn’t logically play out. And a rescue attempt didn’t play out. Not yet.
 
   Sighing, he turned from the tent and mounted the stairs of his wagon. Through the open door he saw Delana, starring sleepily at him from beneath the covers, but he wasn’t fooled. She’d heard every word they’d spoken.
 
   “Do you think I was wrong?” he asked, still standing in the doorway.
 
   “You’re el’Yatza,” she answered simply. “You don’t have the luxury of listening to your heart, or that of one of your friends. You must think of the whole world, every soul who has been touched by the tyranny of the Highest.”
 
   “That doesn’t answer my question,” he said with a grin. He knew that she supported him in everything he did, and would rarely disapprove of even the most drastic measure. But it would still be nice to be able to hear what was in her heart, what she thought apart from el’Yatza.
 
   “ el’Yatza! el’Yatza!” came a cry from behind him, and he groaned inwardly. Now what?
 
   “Gaelen? What’s the matter?”
 
   “It’s Nestor, sir,” the amethyst said breathlessly, though the lump in the young man’s throat told him that Nestor wasn’t his only concern. Or even his first.
 
   ***
 
   Nestor struggled through the thicket, lugging his bound and gagged prisoner behind him. He was careful to keep bare skin on bare skin, sharing the hated spell of the shackle with his precious Jaeda. “You might as well stop fighting me, my dear. We’re going to be together a long time.
 
   Muffled curses made their way around her gag, bringing a smile to his face.
 
   He made his way north, along the rocky banks of a tributary that led southward from the heart of the Garden. If he remembered his cartography, the tributary led all the way to the Rhu’sai, to a point just south of Scholar’s Ford. But to go south would lead him directly into the hands of his captors again. And to go east or west would be pointless, as he would likely get lost in the vast forest without any landmarks. No, it had to be north, north along the only river around for miles in any direction.
 
   “You know,” he said breathlessly in his best conversational tone. “Aeden’s Garden is where the first pegasus was found. Many thousands of years ago, just after the Day of the Crafter’s Tears, the Highest himself came across it in his quest to unite the broken pieces of civilization. So taken was he by it that he had it tamed, and brought back to his camp in the heart of this very forest. Stop—struggling—you can’t get—away...”
 
   Jaeda continued to kick, thrash, and spit curses into her gag throughout the night until finally the strength bleed out of her. She collapsed against Nestor’s back, heaving her exhaustion, but no longer struggling. For now, anyway. Good, good, thought the shackled granite. The less to bother with, the better.
 
   Nestor trudged on, ever northward along the tributary, hoping to find some trail of a wild pegasus, or maybe even a hint of the Highest’s first camp. He’d heard stories, wonderful, amazing stories, more than anyone else could ever dream...
 
   ***
 
   “We can’t find them,” Retzu reported, eliciting a groan of despair from the young amethyst. Reit hung his head, empathetic of Gaelen’s pain, but unable to assuage it.
 
   “The trail leads southeast, to a river some hundred feet across. It cuts south as it approaches the river, but then gets lost on the rocky banks. There’s no way to know if they went south or north.”
 
   “Far side of the river?”
 
   “No trail.”
 
   “Keth?” Reit asked of Delana, standing ever present at her husband’s side, to advise, to comfort.
 
   “He’s not back yet,” she said, casting a quick look at Gaelen, the pushing on, “but I doubt he’ll find anything. With that shackle on, Nestor will have no aura to speak of, and neither will Jaeda, if he’s keeping constant skin-on-skin contact.”
 
   Gaelen swayed a bit at the pronouncement, but kept his feet with a little help from Senosh, who held him up with a single comforting arm. With his eyes, Reit thanked his ruby friend yet again for the role he’d taken as Gaelen’s counselor in this troubling time. He knew it was uncharacteristic of the elder Mandiblean to show such familiarity, especially in public, but Senosh was not a stranger to pain. The Earthen Ranks had murdered his wife while quelling a rebellion in the deserts outside of Deitrich years before. Senosh could identify with the pain of his kinsman, and vowed not to leave his side until Gaelen wished it so.
 
   “Don’t think the worst just yet, Gaelen,” Jaren chimed in with his usual cheeriness, subdued enough to not be abrasive to the pain-stricken amethyst. “You still have an advantage.”
 
   “How’s that?” Gaelen spat. “My sister is missing, in the hands of the man she betrayed. Where’s the advantage?”
 
   “Two things. First, and pardon me for even mentioning this, but Jaeda is not dead. Keth would have immediately found residual traces of her aura as soon as skin-to-skin contact was broken and Nestor left her behind. Simply the fact that Keth hasn’t made it back yet is proof that he’s found nothing. And besides, Nestor needs her too much to kill her, both as a hostage and as a witness to the placing of the shackle. If anyone could tell him how to remove it without needing Marissa present, it would be her.”
 
   Gaelen straightened some, standing a bit taller on more stable knees, but he still struggled to hold his despair in check. “And the second?”
 
   Jaren looked to Reit, who nodded back at him. It was no secret that the emerald was his most trusted confidante outside of Delana and Retzu. But still, secrets were secrets, and Reit had to be circumspect about whom he reveals them to. He remembered well his promise to Jaeda, and he was reluctant to mention it in a crowd where any last one of the scouts or persons in attendance might say something to Keth. Still, Gaelen needed comfort. And more than that, he needed something to do.
 
   “You still have your drum code. You can still communicate with her, should she get the chance to contact you.”
 
   “We’ll keep looking,” Reit assured. “But our search can only last so long, and each day we spend searching is a day that they move further away from us, and that the Rank move closer. Eventually, we must head south to the Rhu’sai, and then to Bastion. But distance is no bar to your drum code. If anyone is to find her, it will likely be you.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 24
 
   “Excellent!” bellowed the barrel chested emerald as he walked among the rows, studying his pupils as they practiced their forms. “Become one with the sword. Make it an extension of your arm, your hand, your—Densin!” he cried, singling out a pimply faced young recruit.
 
   The student was so startled that he almost dropped his wooden sword. He managed to regain control of the weapon long enough to salute, touching the hilt to his left breast, then sweeping the sword down in front to stand at his right hip. The sword slipped easily from his fingers as soon as the tip touched his ankle.
 
   Had it been a real weapon, rather than a thin bundle of greenwood dowels—a crude, barely effective knock-off of the shol’tuk bokuto, Sal always thought—it likely would have severed his right foot at the shin.
 
   Master Aten’rih scowled as he stalked toward the young mage—all the more when the dimwitted boy broke attention to retrieve the fallen sword. I know that scowl, Sal thought sympathetically as the instructor brushed past. I guess every drill sergeant looks the same, no matter what world you’re on.
 
   Aten’rih was tall and built like a wedge, his thick shoulders almost as broad as his legs were long. His ire made him seem that much larger, already towering head and shoulders over the recruit, muscles rippling beneath his leather vest as he barked at the young man. “Densin, you worthless bucket of kharn swill, what do you think you’re doing? Slaughtering a pig for Endweek dinner? I’ve seen teenaged girls handle a sword better than that!”
 
   The dressing down continued for at least five minutes, the teacher shouting directly into the student’s face the entire time. He covered all major points of Densin’s life, calling into question his sexual preference, his mother’s chastity, and his fathering. All Densin could do was stand there and take it. Though he pitied the young man, Sal bit back a laugh. No “stress cards” in this man’s army, he chuckled silently. When Master Aten’rih was finished, Densin—his face wet with sweat and spittle—bowed his head in proper humility, and took off around the courtyard, wooden sword held high above his head as he ran his laps.
 
   “Your sword is not a tool,” Aten’rih addressed the class through clenched teeth. “It is razor sharp death, and it must be treated as such. In battle, it is the one thing you can trust. Your magic? Bah! If you’re blinded or unfocused, your magic will fail you. If you are shackled or held in a nullifying field, your magic will fail you. In battle, you’re sword is all that stands between you and eternity.
 
   “Subsergeant Sal!” he called to Sal. “To the front.”
 
   Sal broke formation and obeyed, turning to face the assembly. He swept his sword in a flawless salute as he came to attention. From Sal’s right came a muffled snicker. His uncovered eye flicked from face to face until he found one sneering back at him. Sal flushed as he recognized that look.
 
   It was the contemptuous look that was reserved for someone recognized by the entire class as “teacher’s pet.”
 
   Scanning the formation, he saw other smirks, other students who leered at him in that same, contemptuous way. First irritated, now Sal’s blood started to boil. How in the world could they think that he was teacher’s pet?!? He’d never sucked up to a superior in his life! Where the heck did these jerks get off? His jaw tightened as he fought the sudden urge to sneer back, perhaps offer a challenge. Of course, he knew better. When you’re in formation, you dang sure better not even fart without permission, or you’d find yourself doing pushups until you puke.
 
   “Subsergeant, do you feel that you have mastered this form?” asked Aten’rih, almost casually.
 
   “Yes, sir!” Sal replied in his best boot camp voice.
 
   “Do you feel you are ready to use it in battle?”
 
   “Yes, sir!”
 
   “Very well. Hon’as! Jelleck! Tribean!”
 
   The recruits broke ranks one by one as their names were called, joining Sal before the assembly. As they joined him, Sal realized that each happened to be one of the sneering faces. Apparently, Master Aten’rih had seen the looks as well, and was not only testing Sal’s skill, but giving him a chance to defend his honor. In that moment, Sal found a new respect for the man.
 
   “Sal, defeat your opponents using the skills of this form. I want to see every parry, thrust, and block at least once,” Aten’rih barked. Turning to face all four men, the emerald continued. “A blow to the head, neck, or abdomen will be considered a kill. The use of magic is prohibited.”
 
   The mage bowed low to the four men equally, then backed away to a safe distance. “Begin!” he shouted.
 
   The attack came on like lightning, catching Sal in the middle as his opponents encircled him. Swords struck out from every side, brownish-green blurs intent on drawing Sal off his guard so that they could make contact. But Sal was faster, reading the strikes before they were delivered.
 
   Ducking low, he parried one opponent’s sword into another’s hand. The student dropped his sword and clutched his fingers, bruised and screaming but otherwise unharmed. Sal kicked the sword away from the wounded student, and whirled to face the other two.
 
   Weighted and shaped similar to his old bokuto, the practice sword came alive in Sal’s grip, blocking and parrying the onslaught almost instinctively. Earthen Rank swordplay was not as refined or as versatile as shol’tuk, but it was no less effective. Sal quickly executed all the moves of the form, getting them out of the way so he could fight freely.
 
   One such move caught a student on the forehead. The green wood bounced in Sal’s hand from the shock of the blow, and his opponent—dazed, and with a red weal dividing his face—laid out on his back.
 
   “Kill,” Aten’rih announced. “Jelleck, return to the lines.”
 
   Sal didn’t have the chance to enjoy it, however. The student that he’d disarmed, Hon’as, had rejoined the fight, and although he still favored his hand, he lashed out with angry fervor. The strikes he delivered were wild but powerful, more suited to felling a tree than a swordsman.
 
   The other student, Tribean, whipped his sword in a wide arc toward Sal’s chin, pulling his strike at the last minute and stepped inside Sal’s block, driving an elbow into his unprotected cheek. Stars danced in Sal’s vision as he fought desperately to maintain his defense. He had to find a way to separate these jokers somehow. Deflecting a flurry of swipes and lunges from both opponents, he bought himself enough time to backflip away from them. As his feet came up, they caught Tribean under the chin. The student staggered back as the other, Hon’as, pressed in.
 
   Regaining his feet, Sal swept his sword up to block a hard chop to the head. The force of the blow drove his sword down behind him, exposing his flank. The student saw the opening and spun around, his wooden sword fully extended, intent on cutting Sal in two.
 
   Sal spun quickly, bringing his sword up like a golf club. He caught the student’s sword and sent it spinning away, then brought his own sword down on the nape of the student’s neck, dropping him face first into the turf.
 
   “Kill,” Aten’rih announced again. “Hon’as, return to the lines.”
 
   That left Tribean. The two closed on each other and began circling, both reluctant to commit to the first strike. They jabbed cautiously, each feeling the other out.
 
   Finally, they exchanged blows. The clack-clack-clack of the swords filled the air as both fighters sought each other’s flesh. Sweeps were dodged, thrusts were parried, but neither opponent gained ground on the other.
 
   Sal spun and blocked, desperately trying to work a hole into Tribean’s attack. But no matter what he tried, Tribean doggedly pursued, never letting up. As good as Sal was, he had to admit the possibility that maybe Tribean was better. How could a man so young be so good with a sword and not be shol’tuk? Was it a family thing? Or maybe cultural? Had he’d actually earned a hilt or two before signing up, only to disavow his honor while among the Earthen Ranks?
 
   Caught up in his thoughts, Sal did not see the maneuver until it was too late. Tribean’s sword flew through a set of prescribed motions, forcing Sal to block in a specific pattern. Then it happened.
 
   By the time Sal recognized the series of sweeps, his sword had already been drawn into position. With a low arc, Tribean knocked the sword from Sal’s hand, sending it across the barracks courtyard, flipping end over end.
 
   Sal spat a curse as he dodged the thrusts that followed. Tasting victory, Tribean stepped up his attack.
 
   Sal ducked a high slash, leapt back from a low jab. Tribean chopped relentlessly as Sal dodged, each strike coming so close that Sal could hear the rods creak against each other as they swept past.
 
   Tribean snarled his frustration, and slashed straight down at Sal’s head. Sal threw an inside block with his hand, batting the sword away to the left, then again to the right.
 
   Tribean chopped a third time. Sal caught the wooden blade between his palms, and thrust the sword backward into Tribean’s stomach. In his surprise, Tribean lost his grip on the sword. Before he could reclaim it, Sal yanked the sword free.
 
   In one fluid motion, Sal flipped the sword, caught it by the hilt, and batted the wooden blade into Tribean’s stomach, driving out the mage’s breath with a whoosh.
 
   Momentum carried the sword free, drawing a line in Tribean’s armor that he doubled over. As he did, Sal brought the sword back down, connecting with Tribean’s skull with a loud clack. The student fell face first into the ground, dust billowing outward from the impact.
 
   Behind Sal, the rows of other recruits loosed a cheer that echoed through the courtyard. Other classes picked up the cheer, having paused in their own training to watch the spectacle.
 
   “Well done, Sal!” bellowed Master Aten’rih. Other instructors called out over the din, voicing their approval. Out of breath, Sal could do little more than raise his head in acknowledgment.
 
   When he looked back to Tribean, the emerald lay on his side propped on one elbow, his lungs still heaving. Sal extended a weary hand to him. The student had angered Sal—insulted him, in fact—but in victory Sal could afford to be gracious, and show the emerald that there were no hard feelings.
 
   Tribean studied the hand for a moment, then looked deeply into Sal’s uncovered eye, as if trying to divine some ulterior motive. Sal had none. He simply thrust his hand forward again, determined to put their feud to rest.
 
   Whatever Tribean had decided about Sal, he accepted the proffered hand, and Sal helped him to his feet. Standing there, Tribean held the hand a moment longer, then gave a nod so slight that Sal almost didn’t catch it. Finally, the defeated student dropped Sal’s hand, and went haltingly to retrieve the other sword.
 
   ***
 
   Master Aten’rih was a fair man and a wise instructor. In his thirty years of service to the Earthen Ranks, he’d learned well how to mold unruly young men and women into a unified fighting force. It took determination, discipline, and trust. His techniques often seemed unorthodox, if not downright insane, but they were never questioned, only obeyed. Every emerald under his tutelage knew his history, his methods, and he had no qualms about pushing each student to the absolute limit of his endurance, be it physical, mental, or emotional.
 
   So it came as little surprise that he appointed Sal and Tribean to guard duty together that very night.
 
   A brisk wind blew off the Sea of Ysre—or the Sea of the Learned, as it was alternatively known by the non-Ysreans in Bastion—stirring the early autumn air. Sal shut his eyes and breathed it in deeply, savoring the mixture of aromas. The fresh scent of the lake water. The fading smell of roasted meats, wafting up from the civilian district below. The perfume of late summer blooms, releasing their final breath before they bed down for the coming winter. The smoke of burning leaves, the first of the year. So much of it reminded Sal of home.
 
   He had only to open his eyes to dispel the illusion.
 
   His back was to a fortress wall, guarding a huge oaken gate that gave entrance to the Academy of the Four Orders. Tribean leaned against the far jamb, gazing off into the deepening night.
 
   Easily the most defensible point in the city, the Academy was the easternmost structure in Bastion, built directly into the side of a mountain. In the distance to either side, Sal could see where the city walls terminated at the sheer base of the mountain.
 
   Sal followed Tribean’s gaze out across the darkened approach and into the city proper. A cobblestone lane rolled down a lazy slope to join with the main avenue, which divided the city cleanly into northern and southern sections on its way to the wharf, and to the harbor beyond. To the north were the privileged folk—Academy instructors, the Patriarchs, politicians, “old money” and the like, all living comfortably in their palatial estates. Even from this far back, Sal could point out the various parks, temples, and amphitheaters scattered across the area, for all the world making the northern section look like something right out of ancient Greece. Yeah, the northern section of town was proud of its half of Bastion.
 
   The southern section of the city was known as the Commons. Here were the “honest” folk, in Sal’s opinion.
 
   Some of the buildings closer to the central avenue were multistoried, with a shop on the ground floor and the shopkeeper living above. Signs jutted out from the storefronts, declaring the wares within.
 
   All the shops along the main street seemed to be in excellent repair. It was a mark of good business for an owner to have his shop on the Thoroughfare, as the main street was known. The buildings were expansive and beautiful, and the streets were brightly lit.
 
   The streets grew noticeably darker, both in spirit and in truth, the further south that Sal looked.
 
   The seedier districts of Bastion lined the southern city walls. Brothels, gambling houses, and taverns filled the area from the mountainside to the harbor, cleaning up just a tad around the southern city gate. A dirt road rolled out from the gate, leading to the Earthen Rank training camp where Sal was stationed, and they onward past scores of outlying farms—and the boulder where Sal practiced his “herb lore”—to the Granite Spire, barely visible in the far distance.
 
   The Commons definitely had its dangerous side. But “honest”? Yes, Sal thought. Or more honest than the rich folk, in any case. The hooker you found on any given street corner was testimony to that. She wasn’t proud of the abominations she committed against the Crafter because of her line of work, but she didn’t make excuses for it. Got to admire her candor, if not her career. She does it for the money, and has no illusions about her place in life. Compared to the scheming, manipulating debutante who dared still consider herself a “lady”, the whore was honest. Twisted and deplorable, yes, but honest.
 
   “She sure is something, isn’t she?” Tribean remarked softly. “Bastion, I mean.” Sal nodded in response.
 
   The emerald sighed his awe and wonder. “Thousands upon thousands of people, living—thriving—in the middle of nowhere. More than a day’s sail to the nearest shore, and yet she’s entirely self-sufficient. Well, as much as any city under the Highest can be, anyway,” he quickly added.
 
   Sal caught the undertone, but let it pass for the moment. “You sound like you’ve never seen a city before,” he said instead. Sal, who’d grown up in a city only slightly smaller than Bastion, had to admit that he was impressed himself. He was just better at hiding it.
 
   “I hadn’t, before coming here,” replied Tribean candidly. “I grew up in a small mining village in the Dragonspire Range, north of Aeden’s Runoff, on the banks of the Dragonspring. You know, it’s said that the Dragonspring once flowed from the heart of Aeden’s Lost Garden, as the tributaries feeding the Rhu’sai do. But the Day of the Crafter’s Tears saw many changes, not the least of which was the appearing of the Dragonspire Range. There are still a few tributaries that flow from the Garden into the Dragonspring, but the main artery is now fed by the snows of Dragonspire. You couldn’t tell the people of Aeden’s Runoff that, though.”
 
   Tribean’s face came alight as he wove through his story, first with interest in the vast warehouse of trivia he had about the Onatae homeland, then with affectionate nostalgia for his life as a child there. “When I was a kid, my father was the ferryman for the village, and every year he would take me with him when he moved ore downriver to Aeden’s Runoff. The Runoff is about half the size of Bastion, with about eight thousand permanent residents when the inns are empty.”
 
   The emerald chuckled at the memory. “Now that I’m grown up, I realize just how permanent their residence is. I’ve only been in the city for a few years, but it’s already happened to me. I’ve already become too ‘civilized’ to live off the land if I had to. So many changes in so little time. I can still see myself as that little sooty-haired rock chucker, gawking at the sights and wonders of the Runoff. It was the whole world, and I lived on the outskirts. But this...” He swept his hand before him, taking in the sleeping city. “The Runoff is nothing like this.”
 
   “Sounds like you miss it.”
 
   “Yes, I do,” Tribean admitted. “Not a day goes by that I don’t. But my duty is here.”
 
   To Sal, the words sounded hollow. “Right, ‘duty’. You can call it that if you want, but I’ll never believe that you actually wanted to enlist,” he said, careful to hide the observation in a playful jibe.
 
   “No, I did not,” the emerald returned, his green eyes flaring angrily into the night. “Why would I? To risk my neck to further the ambitions of a man I’ve never even met before? To see the world? I tell you, I’ve seen enough of the world to last me a lifetime. There is nothing, nothing I would not do to drink from the Dragonspring again, to feel the grit of ore beneath my fingernails. I’ve no home here in Bastion, no family among the Ranks. The only home I’ve ever known was a three-room shack, and I’d rather have that back than a palace among the Patriarchs.”
 
   They both fell silent for a while, each taking measure of Tribean’s heated words. I knew it, Sal thought excitedly. By God, I knew it!
 
   For weeks, he’d been noticing little things among his fellow recruits. Facial expressions, slips of the tongue, undertones that went unnoticed to those who might not be listening for them. But to him, they hinted that the soldiers of the Earthen Ranks were not as loyal as the Highest would like them to be. And now, on this dark and peaceful night, one of those soldiers had admitted it.
 
   Sal was careful to keep his emotions in check, lest the other’s secondary vision reveal his hidden excitement. He took a deep breath and centered himself, silently ticking off his hilts as he gained control over his body. His pulse slowed, the adrenaline flow eased. He was calm again, lazily leaning against a stone wall in the dead of night, seemingly bored to tears with his watch. Only a slight smile marred the facade. He was right!
 
   Sal thought over his next words very carefully, seeking to draw Tribean out without scaring him off. “So, why did you enlist then?”
 
   Sal knew it was the wrong question as soon as he asked it. Tribean confirmed his suspicion with cold silence.
 
   Sal silently cursed himself for being too impatient, wanting too much too soon. He wondered idly if this was how Spartacus felt when he first spoke to another slave about rising up against Rome. Sal glanced over at the other, found him looking pointedly out in the courtyard, his body rigid with pent-up emotion. Tribean’s tension flared brilliantly in Sal’s emerald sight, and he knew that he’d get no further with Tribean that night. He grudgingly let the moment pass, and settled back against the wall to resumed his watch.
 
   “My brother,” Tribean breathed after some time, startling Sal from his private musings.
 
   “He was never satisfied with the miner’s life,” the emerald continued, “so he got out, bought some land, and planted an apple orchard.” He fell silent for a moment, then added solemnly, “The Highest is fond of apples.”
 
   Sal understood immediately. “You honor your family with your sacrifice,” he replied. “Not every man would pledge his life and principles to a total stranger in order to protect his family.”
 
   “It’s just a job,” Tribean protested weakly.
 
   “When you’re ordered to kill innocents in the name of ‘patriotism’, is it just a job then? How about imprisoning your own countrymen for ‘treasonous acts’? Or marching to war against those you grew up with?”
 
   “You have the sound of a man who knows,” Tribean observed probingly.
 
   Sal had actually had a wonderful experience in the United States Navy, serving a worthy cause under a president who stood by his principles. Had he agreed with everything? Absolutely not. But in looking back on the history of his own nation, he’d seen his fair share of ulterior motives. The War of Northern Aggression. Vietnam. Persian Gulf One and Two. Caspian. But whatever the political motivations of the higher powers, the lowest common denominator was freedom. Freedom to live as one sees fit, to exercise one’s rights free of the oppression of a totalitarian government.
 
   “I know a few things about patriotism and loyalty,” Sal said evasively, honest without being too direct. “As I said, your sacrifice honors your family.”
 
   The emerald said nothing, but Sal’s magical vision caught the nuances that the other’s body was giving off. “But your father didn’t feel very honored, did he,” he said, turning the question into a statement.
 
   “No, he didn’t,” Tribean sighed in defeat. “He is a very devoted man, to tradition, to honor, to the Ways of el. He felt for a long time that Tiernan’s troubles were payment for his breaking of family custom.
 
   “See, my father was a miner. His father was a miner, and his father before him. Custom demanded that we become miners as well. But Tiernan hated the mines with a passion. They were dark, cold, close, dank—everything that he despised. He wanted the warmth of the sun, the freedom of the open sky, and so he left. He took a month’s worth of ore—his due, he figured—and went downriver. He bought a small farm north of the Runoff. The farm had an apple orchard on it.
 
   “Seeing that orchard as a token of the Crafter’s Will, Tiernan worked it until his fingers bled. Sunup to sundown every day, by himself that whole first season. The next year, he hired a helper, and they both did it. After the fifth season, their hard work began to show.
 
   “What had started as a rundown hobby farm was now one of the leading producers along the Dragonspring. His orchard was still young, and didn’t produce a fraction of the apples that other orchards put out, but his trees were of rare quality. Cider houses from as far off as Darsen’s Way asked for him by name. Even my father had to respect Tiernan for his labor and the fruits it bore.
 
   “Then the publicans took notice of my brother’s farm. Now a plantation, they decided that it was large enough to tax, and exacted tributes from Tiernan by the barrel. The larger the orchard grew, the more tribute the Highest demanded.”
 
   Tribean paused for a moment, collecting his thoughts. Sal already knew where this was headed, but he waited politely for the emerald to finish his tale. When he continued, his voice trembled with emotion.
 
   “A year before Tiernan left, the Recruiters came to our mining village to test all of us who’d come of age. Myself and two others were brought before them to touch the Tiled Hand.
 
   “I ascended,” he added with a too-casual shrug.
 
   “My father is far from rich. He couldn’t afford to send me for formal training at the Academy, so he sent me to the Runoff, to train under the Heads of Order there while waiting for a scholarship to Bastion.
 
   “I was away when Tiernan left.
 
   “They would both visit me from time to time, Father and Tiernan, when business would bring them to the Runoff. But I was unable to help either of them, in the mines or the orchard. All I could do was watch as events unfolded.
 
   “Two years ago, Father took ill. I was granted leave to go upriver. I was able to heal him, but not as efficiently as a more learned emerald would have. His lungs remained weak, and he would take every sickness that came his way.
 
   “So he moved to the plantation. The climate suited his condition much better than the dank mines, and the orchards gave him more than ample opportunity to break his back working. All in all, I thought it a good arrangement. If nothing else, I thought it would help ease the burden of Tiernan’s tributes. Not so. The publicans saw my father’s move as a sign of increased prosperity, and increased the tribute accordingly.
 
   “I was distraught. As much as I wanted to help my family, I dared not move to the plantation myself, for fear that the Highest would possess the lands completely. Then my tutor, an assistant to the Head of the Emerald Order, told me of the Earthen Ranks. He said that military service was often substituted for tributes that families were unable to pay.
 
   “I knew what Father would think. He is a devote man, given completely to the service of the Crafter. He sees the Highest as a fraud and a heretic, a false prophet sullying the name of the Crafter with his deeds. I knew he wouldn’t stand for any son of his to pledge allegiance to such a man, regardless of the reasons.”
 
   Tribean was so caught up in his account that he paid no attention to what some would consider “treasonous” words. He continued on unabated, though his voice grew hollow and filled with grief.
 
   “Even knowing what Father would think, I enlisted in the Earthen Ranks. I thought that with time, Father would see the wisdom of my decision.” He paused for a moment, licking his trembling lips. “Two weeks ago, I received a letter from Tiernan. He said that the publicans haven’t come to take tribute this year. He also said that Father has denounced me as a heretic,” the emerald stuttered the last.
 
   He made as if to say more, but instead lapsed into silence. Strangely, it was almost a comfortable silence, the one that follows a great release of tension. Tribean seemed relieved, having finally shared his pent-up thoughts and feelings with someone else. His soul laid bare, Sal doubted that he had anything left to say anyway.
 
   “So what’s your story?” the emerald smirked. “How does a one-eyed mage earn an assassin’s blade, then find his way into the military?”
 
   “Who says I ‘earned’ the blade?” Sal asked wryly, raising a mocking eyebrow to his friend. Friend? Who would have thought I’d be calling him that after this morning? “I could have just as easily pried it from an assassin’s dead fingers.”
 
   Tribean laughed heartily, the sound cutting deeply into the still autumn night. It echoed off the courtyard walls, amplified it. Droves of birds lit out from their roosts in response.
 
   The emerald coughed forcibly, fighting valiantly to regain his composure. Sal was gratified to see a smile remain on the once-dour face when the mage replied. “I know better than that, Sal. A shol’tuk adherent is not even given his first assignment until he’s reached the iron hilt, is not considered an assassin until then. From the rawhide through the silk, his time is devoted completely to the mastery of forms and philosophies. You may have everyone else fooled, but not me.”
 
   There was an odd edge to Tribean’s otherwise casual jibe. It gave Sal the impression that now Tribean was the one feeling him out. Still, Sal didn’t jump to any conclusions. “How so?” he asked, careful to keep the question, and his expression, neutral.
 
   “Let’s just say that I know people. I was trained from youth by one of the greatest swordsmen to ever walk the foothills of the Dragonspire Range—greater even than Master Aten’rih—and you bested me. With one eye and no magic! You executed moves that I’d never seen before, and with such grace! In my mind, that can mean only one of two things. Either your father was Earthen Rank, and he raised you up with a sword in your hand—which I highly doubt—or...” The emerald paused to take a deep, calming breath, then concluded his thought with an awed sigh. “You’re shol’tuk. Barely a step above novice, yes, but shol’tuk nonetheless. Either way, you’re not what you appear to be, so don’t give me that ‘Sal of Dothan in the Southern Plains’ swill. Just because I grew up a rock chucker doesn’t mean I have rocks for brains.”
 
   As he spoke, he turned his gaze fully on Sal, scrutinizing every reaction. Apparently, he was satisfied with what he saw. He nodded smugly. “Let’s have it,” he demanded.
 
   There was no threat in Tribean’s voice, just the expectation that Sal would reward trust with trust. Fair’s fair, Sal thought with a mental shrug. He doubted that the other was playing him for a fool, trying to root out any seed of insurrection that Sal might represent. The emerald wasn’t the only mage that had grown adept at seeing the truth in another’s own vitality. If Tribean was lying, or acting as a spy for the Highest, he was a better liar than Sal was.
 
   He took a deep breath, and faced Tribean squarely. “The truth? Alright. First, my name is actually James Salvatori. Sal’s just a nickname. I really am from a city called Dothan—roughly the same size as Bastion, though it’s not on any map that you’ve ever seen. I’m not sure how I got here. In fact, I’m not entirely sure where ‘here’ is exactly. I don’t know whether I’m here by accident or by the Will of G... umm, the Crafter. But whatever the reason, I’m here now, and seemingly in a position to do a lot of good.”
 
   There you go. Truth. Kind of vague, but truth all the same.
 
   But Tribean wasn’t satisfied yet. “What kind of good?”
 
   “The kind that would restore the faith of your father.”
 
   That got him. Tribean’s jaw dropped wide open, and his eyes pulsed with a sickly green light. He was astounded, and rightly so. Sal hadn’t come right out and said it, but the implication was there, as plain as the eye patch on his face. Military coup.
 
   It hadn’t been attempted in centuries, from what Sal had read. The notion probably hadn’t even been entertained in as long. For someone to have the courage—or the lunacy—to actually try to overthrow the Highest from within his own power base? Even if there was such a man, the idea that he might find others that were equally suicidal...
 
   “Are you insane?” the emerald screeched. He shot a nervous look into the darkness, wincing as his rebuke echoed again and again across the night-darkened courtyard. “Maybe you haven’t heard yet, but the Highest is immortal,” he whispered hoarsely. “He’s ruled the world since the Rending, and put down a thousand rebellions. What makes you think you’re any different?”
 
   “Would you join me if I was different?” Sal asked pointedly.
 
   “You’re insane,” the emerald scoffed.
 
   “But would you join me?”
 
   Tribean stared long and hard at Sal, hands on hips as if waiting for the punchline to some bizarre joke. When it became clear that Sal was deadly serious, Tribean huffed his exasperation. “I might,” he conceded. “But you’d have to convince me that the Crafter Himself had sent you.”
 
   “I have you’re word on that?” Sal’s face could have been stone for all the expression it had.
 
   “Yeah, you have my word,” the mage retorted, crossing his arms before him, determined to call Sal’s bluff.
 
   And there it was, the moment he’d waited for since arriving in Bastion. The initial confrontation. This was where he’d find out if his idea had any hope of succeeding. Strangely, he wasn’t as nervous as he had expected to be. He reached up with one hand, and slid his eye patch back on his forehead, revealing for the first time in weeks what lay beneath. His natural, fully functional eye took in Tribean’s slack-jaw expression. At first it was confusing for Sal, to see naturally after relying on green-tinted vision for so long, but he recovered quickly.
 
   Tribean, however, needed a bit more convincing. “No, absolutely not,” the mage said emphatically. “There is no way that you could possibly have only one gemstone eye.”
 
   “You’re right,” Sal agreed. “Under normal circumstances, it would be impossible. Either both eyes would have changed, or if one eye had been gouged out, it would have stayed gouged out until it was healed, and then change the first time I wielded. Under normal circumstances,” he reiterated.
 
   “So you’re saying that you’re sent by the Crafter? Fool’s fortune, that’s what that is! Fool’s fortune!” he swore.
 
   “Funny, but I don’t see it that way. Pardon the pun.”
 
   Tribean sputtered furiously, curses and denials alternating on his tongue. “There has got to be another explanation. A logical one.”
 
   “Oh? Well then, by all means, name one,” Sal suggested with keen interest.
 
   The other’s mouth worked soundlessly, trying futilely to rationalize what he was seeing. He looked around the courtyard, to the ground at his feet, to the sky, searching for some sort of answer. His pleading gaze fell back to Sal finally. “There’s got to be another explanation,” he repeated weakly.
 
   Sal’s only reply was to release the Emerald soulgem. The last vestiges of color drained from Tribean’s face as the single gemstone eye faded from emerald to blue, then red, then amethyst, and finally to sparkling clarity.
 
   “Blessed Crafter,” Tribean breathed. “The Prism!”
 
   “Prism? What do you—ya know what, never mind,” Sal said dismissively. “I only want to know one thing. Do I have your allegiance in this? Will you help me?”
 
   “My soul to the Abyss if I fail you,” Tribean said reverently as he took a knee before Sal.
 
   True to his word, Tribean swore allegiance, though with much more solemnity than made Sal comfortable. At one point, he had to physically stop the emerald short of worshiping him, forcibly pointing out the difference between allegiance and fealty. Being fearsome was hard enough to deal with. He couldn’t handle being divine. 
 
   Convincing Tribean to see Sal as an equal was much more difficult, taking the better part of an hour simply to coax the mage into looking Sal in the eye—or eyes, rather. It was a slow, agonizing process, but by daybreak, Sal had exactly what he wanted out of Tribean—a loyal, knowledgeable lieutenant, and more importantly, the beginnings of his coup.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 25
 
   Gaelen pressed his hand against the sun-warmed earth, held it there for moments on end while the rebels of Caravan and her sister villages loaded onto the line of river vessels made for that purpose. He’d been feeling for Jaeda constantly since she was taken by that minta’hk Nestor, but to no avail. He’d yet to feel even the slightest hint of a nudge from the soil beneath his fingers.
 
   “C’mon, mate,” Retzu said, standing over his shoulder. “We’ll be putting in at sundown. You can give ‘er a try then. But we have to get moving. And no, you can’t take one of the pegasi, or lift yourself downriver,” the shol’tuk adherent said sharply, cutting off Gaelen’s imminent protests. “Reit’s already considered it, and he don’t want us being separated this close to Harvest.”
 
   “But it’s Jaeda,” Gaelen pleaded. “She’s my big sister. Do you know what it’s like to have a sister go missing on you?”
 
   “Well, as it happens—”
 
   “She’s always been there for me,” Gaelen rambled on, not caring to listen to the assassin’s platitudes, “since before we were found by Tribe Tobin. What kind of brother am I if I don’t risk everything to find her now?”
 
   “The kind of brother that doesn’t want her discomfort to be in vain,” the assassin said firmly, deftly avoiding the possibility that she was dead. Gaelen appreciated that about him. So skilled at dealing death, and yet the assassin went out of his way to avoid the subject when necessary.
 
   Gaelen sighed and hung his head for a moment. Finally, he straightened and looked Retzu squarely in the eye. “Sundown,” the amethyst said, not a question per se, but a demand for confirmation.
 
   “Sundown,” Retzu affirmed.
 
   Gaelen paused for a moment longer, then nodded, and began his slow plod to the waiting ships, all the while looking to the ground before him as if expecting Jaeda to nudge the earth in his path.
 
   ***
 
   Jaeda craned her stiff neck from right to left, thrilling with every pop. Nestor stiffened at her side, then relaxed again, his breathing taking on the slow, regular pattern of light sleep.
 
   He was getting lazy, Jaeda observed. He still slept with his bare hand in contact with her skin, but he no longer held a sword in the other hand. He no longer leapt to his feet, intent on ripping her throat out if she so much as thought of escape. The long days were getting to him, wearing him down. Stress, lack of sleep, rapidly thinning rations, they all added to his exhaustion. She had only to bide her time. Soon now, very soon...
 
   Nestor’s head lolled gently forward, and the light sound of his breathing gave way to snores. His hand slipped, breaking contact. Seeing her opportunity, she wielded, slipping her bonds and becoming one with the earth.
 
   Above her, she felt Nestor’s presence, running this way and that as he fought the half-sleep out of his eyes and searched for Jaeda. He paused momentarily, then pounded the ground with a fist. Jaeda laughed silently, insomuch as being one with the earth allowed her to laugh at all. She relished this moment of total victory, floating free and ephemeral in the soil, mere inches from Nestor’s shackling grasp, but a world away for all the good it did him.
 
   Finally, she decided that he’d had enough. She had no thought of leaving him just yet. There was no point to it, or so she told herself. She clearly had the upper hand in the situation, and would keep it so long as Nestor kept his hands to himself.
 
   Moving a few yards off, she willed herself upward, breaking the surface with a ripple of granite magic. Nestor, still casting his eyes about, caught sight of her and moved to lay hands on her again.
 
   “Back off, Nestor,” Jaeda commanded. “If I wanted to be gone, I would have.”
 
   The shackled granite froze in place, still clearly wanting to reclaim his former prize, but now overcome with uncertainty. If Jaeda had to guess what he was thinking, she’d say that it likely boiled down to a single word. Why.
 
   He studied her for long minutes, not moving, until finally he straightened with a huff, then turned to sit back down. “Well, go on your merry way, then,” he said flippantly. “Not as if you can take me back anyway, shackled as I am.”
 
   “No, I can’t,” Jaeda admitted. “The shackle won’t allow me to wield against you. However...” 
 
   Gathering her will to her, she touched Granite and wielded. Nestor tumbled a bit as granite magic liquified the ground around him in a tight circle, leaving him afloat upon a raft of soil and root. With a mental push, Jaeda sent him floating along the molten, magical river, tottering ever so slowly toward the south.
 
   “I can affect your surroundings,” she said, allowing Nestor to float a moment more before she cut off her magicks. “But again, I don’t want to do that.”
 
   Her former commander stood, uneasy for a moment, then more confident in the ground at his feet. He shot a glare at Jaeda, though she felt it was more out of frustration than anger or fear. “So what do you plan to do? You don’t wish to escape, and you claim you don’t wish to take me back to your rebel leader. Why are you still here?”
 
   She sighed deeply, and considered for a moment. There was so much she had been wanting to say—out of love or wrath, she couldn’t tell which—but only when she had reached a middle ground with him. She wanted to speak to him as an equal, neither below him nor above, neither as the prisoner nor the captor. She had that now, and yet she felt something held her back. “Would you really have killed me back there?” she asked finally.
 
   His lips twisted in a sneer, but it faltered in a moment, falling to a disappointed frown. “What is it any concern of yours?” Again he turned, slowly, and sat with his back against the tree.
 
   “Perhaps,” she started, taking a seat in front of him, “I’d like to know if your declaration still stands.”
 
   “After I tried to kill you? Are you daft, child?”
 
   “Not so much,” she said with a chuckle, “though I’m sure Gaelen would disagree.” Upon mentioning his name, she realized that she hadn’t been in contact with him for quite some time. She had known that it was only a matter of time before Nestor let his defenses slip, and that thought lent her courage. Focusing all her energies into the search for that one lax moment, she’d forgotten her brother entirely. How he must worry about her! But she didn’t press her hand to the soil, didn’t become one with the earth, hoping to feel his aura, shining like a beacon calling her home. He’d waited this long. He could wait just a bit longer. “But as I told you before, I don’t take such a declaration lightly. I can forgive you acting out of desperation, if in fact that’s what it was.”
 
   Nestor said nothing, made no attempt, but instead cast his eyes down at his feet. It wasn’t exactly the answer that she was expecting, but she was far from surprised. She’d known Nestor for only a few short months, but in that time, she’d found a dedication to the Crafter, and to the man he saw as His vicar, that she’d rarely found in even the most devout followers of el. However misguided Nestor may have been, Jaeda couldn’t bring herself to believe that his heart was evil. And if not evil, then possibly in search of redemption.
 
   “How could you still honor my declaration,” he croaked, “when I’ve dishonored you so?”
 
   “I wouldn’t call it a dishonor. You could have killed me—that would have been far easier than lugging me around the way you did. And while I strongly oppose what you did,” she added with a quirked eyebrow, “I can at least understand it.”
 
   The shackled granite shook his head slightly and lifted his eyes to meet hers, before finally returning them to the ground between them. He sat in silence, neither moving to apologize nor defending his actions, until finally he raised his granite orbs again, this time his face washed clean of its former rigidity. Still he said nothing, but it was a comfortable silence. Jaeda was content to share the silence with him. There was much that still needed to be said, but she had the feeling that now, there would be plenty of time to do so.
 
   They passed the night in much the same silence, neither soul saying more than was necessary to get through setting up camp and cooking the evening meal with efficiency. But through it all, Jaeda had to steel herself to focus on the task at hand, whatever that task happened to be at the moment. When she inevitably slipped, she always found herself looking at Nestor, not really seeing the gruff sweaty man pounding the steel tent spikes into the ground by hand, but seeing rather the confident, relaxed, somewhat contented man that she’d come to know in that one night of peace that they’d shared over evening rations. She saw the passion in his black orbs, wreathed in brown despite the shackle. She saw the fleeting, rare smile that seemed to sap all tension from his face. More than once, Nestor glanced at her, and she swiftly turned her attention to anything but him, but always her attention drifted back to her former Chief General.
 
   They kept no watch that night. They hardly needed to. It seemed that in the silence they had reached an understanding. He could only hold her so long as his attention did not waver, and she had no desire to leave regardless.
 
   In the morning, they would set out again, driving deeper into the heart of Aeden’s Lost Garden in search of... whatever they might find there. A lost encampment? A mountain filled with terrifying creatures? Hints of a world long gone? Jaeda didn’t know, and for all his talk, neither did Nestor. But he was on a mission, Nestor was. He wasn’t searching for transport back to the Highest, although he may find it. He wasn’t searching for treasures lost in Ysra tuk'sheol either. Jaeda wasn’t sure that he even knew what he was looking for, only that his faith had been shaken, and that he felt the need to work out his faith in the Highest, and more importantly, in el Himself. And he felt the best way to do that was to find the Highest’s lost encampment and go from there. It made a strange kind of sense, so Jaeda was content to go along, as much to work out her own feelings as to help him work out his. So that night they would sleep long and deeply, each passing off their cares at least until the morning.
 
   Take no thought of the Harvest until its time, the verse from the Plainsfolk book, Unending Seasons, sprang to mind as she drifted off. Plant only for the moment, and allow the seed to sprout in due course.
 
   ***
 
   The next few weeks came and went in a blur for Sal. He and Tribean continued to train with the rest of the Emerald company. Both being relatively high ranking students, they were eventually given command of their own squads. Sal relaxed into the rhythm of training, slipping into the responsibilities of leadership like an old pair of jeans. It was oddly comforting, almost a reminder of home.
 
   Well, a homecoming, possibly, but not a military homecoming. In his world, he’d had people under his command while he was still on the boat, before joining the SEALs, but it never really brought him any sense of fulfillment. It was a duty, a job, something he did to pay the bills. Oh sure, he was a patriot, as far as that went. He bled red, white, and blue just like everyone else in the Navy. But the upper levels of military leadership—or lack of leadership, rather—left him disillusioned. More often than not, he felt he was fighting for the good of the President or the Joint Chiefs, rather than that of the American people.
 
   The more he thought about it, the more he realized that the comfort didn’t come from any sense of home at all. Rather, it came from a sense of worth, of purpose. In this strange world filled with magic, winged horses and such, he had found a niche, a place where he actually felt some sense of control over his life. When he looked into the faces of his charges, men and women who were learning daily to trust him, he knew he’d found his place. He was making a difference. Granted, he was in the den of the enemy, but he was still making a difference 
 
   So by day he continued to train, cementing himself more and more into the hearts and minds of his fellow Rank soldiers. But by night...
 
   By night, he saw just how much of a difference he was making. With each new guard duty that he or Tribean was assigned, his band of mutineers grew. Every morning at reveille, Sal walked the rows of students, inspecting their posture, their weapons, their uniforms, and then made his report to Master Aten’rih. The first morning, Tribean winked at him conspiratorially on his way to formation. The next morning, two others winked. The next, seven more besides.
 
   Those he recruited set their sights on recruiting others. Apparently, the testimony of a fellow student carried weight, for within a week, most of Master Aten’rih’s company had been converted. By the end of the second week, Sal had half the rubies, amethysts, and sapphires in the camp as well.
 
   But the students were nervous, and rightly so. To even think of defying the Highest was death—or worse. So Sal spent his free time talking to other students, reassuring them, and sometimes even teaching them his way of magic, should time permit. He talked to them in groups of two or three, so as not to alert the Instructors or commissioned Rank officers that frequented the Camp of the Unmarked. He scheduled these meetings around his squad leader duties, and those duties assigned to him by Aten’rih. He had little time for anything else, including sleep. During the day, he found himself relying heavily on the inherent Emerald talent of refreshing to dispel his fatigue, and at night he actively wielded Emerald to keep himself alert. But he was no fool. He knew that the refreshing was a temporary solution at best, and would only carry him so far. He would have to find time for sleep, and soon.
 
   “But magic is based on the linking together of concepts,” an amethyst argued in one such meeting. “If we just open ourselves to mana and let it have its way, how can we expect to shape it into a viable spell?” The other students, two sapphires and a ruby, nodded their assent.
 
   Sal tried to stifle a yawn, but was unsuccessful. Rubbing the cobwebs from his eyes, he touched the emerald soulgem, letting its essence fill him, driving sleep away for a little while longer. He felt an artificial wakefulness, almost like the buzz he used to get by drinking large amounts of coffee. It wasn’t ideal, but it was enough for now.
 
   “You’re not letting mana just have its way completely,” he countered. “All you’re really doing is shifting your focus from the individual tasks to your final goal.”
 
   The others offered up no sign of understanding. They just stood there, staring at him like deer caught in the headlights of a Mack truck. Sal sighed. He wasn’t surprised, really. All they knew about magic was what they had learned in class, or from other mages who’d learned the same stuff. What Sal was claiming ran counter to everything they’d ever been taught about magic, so it was no wonder that his explanation was completely lost on them. He needed a common ground, so he tried a different approach.
 
   “Patrys,” he indicated the younger of the sapphires, a Northern Plains girl of about sixteen. “Do you know what a canal is?”
 
   “Aye,” she replied, somewhat surprised by the question. “‘Tis a man-made river designed to carry water and vessels to places before inaccessible.” She turned her eyes down, self-conscious of the way being called upon had flustered her, heightening her Scottish-sounding accent. Sal could relate, stress doing the same thing for his South Alabama twang.
 
   “Exactly,” he said enthusiastically. “A man-made river. Every aspect of it is predetermined—course, width, depth, source and destination. It’s a draining, time-consuming process simply to plan it out, let alone to construct.
 
   “That is how Mana Theory teaches you to wield. Shol’tuk teaches you to see the destination. When you focus on where you want the river to go, and not so much on how it will get there, all you have to do is build a dam here, or a dike there, and let the river cut its own path.”
 
   The ruby and amethyst students remained perplexed, but Patrys’ eyes went wide with revelation, as did those of the other sapphire, Ged. Just as quickly as it came, though, elation gave way to frustration. “How?” asked Ged, not falling back into doubt but still confused.
 
   Looking around, Sal spied a rain barrel a few paces away. “Follow me,” he said, thinking as he walked. The barrel had been drawn from throughout the day, and was about half full. Still, it would do nicely for his purposes.
 
   “Ged, fill it,” Sal commanded. The young man’s eyes flashed in reply, and the barrel filled to brimming. “Good. Now form a pocket of air in the center.”
 
   Ged balked. “I haven’t been taught how to—”
 
   “I’m not interested in what you’ve been taught,” Sal rebuked, the edge in his voice firm, but not harsh. “You’ve got the source—mana. You’ve got the destination—an air pocket. You’ve got the dam. Now, build me a river,” he said, jabbing a finger at the rain barrel.
 
   The other looked at him uncertainly, but obeyed. Ged turned his gaze on the rain barrel, and his face knotted in concentration. His eyes flashed brightly, blazing an almost neon blue as he wielded. The water within the barrel sloshed and churned, shaking loose the air bubbles that had formed along the walls of the barrel, but no air pocket formed. Ged released Sapphire with an explosive breath, and doubled over panting from exertion.
 
   “Forget building the concepts,” Sal reminded gently. “Focus on the end result.” The other made no reply, only shook his head as he panted.
 
   Before Sal could say another word, Patrys stepped forward, her eyes already blazing with sapphire magic. She clenched her fists at her sides, and her brows furrowed with concentration. She wielded, and again the water churned within the barrel.
 
   All present—Sal included—were amazed to see an air pocket form just beneath the surface of the churning water. The bubble expanded, pushing water over the rim of the barrel as it grew. Finally, it broke the surface. Water slid down the side of a faint blue but otherwise invisible dome, leaving a smooth indentation about a foot wide and deep, clearly visible and still in the otherwise churning rainwater.
 
   Sal stepped forward and reached into the air pocket, touching the tip of his finger to the bottom of the “bubble”. It gave, wetting his finger, but the pocket remained intact. He pulled his arm out to show the students that it was still dry, save for the finger. All ran forward to test the pocket for themselves. All except for Patrys, who was laughing giddily and clapping, her eyes still blazing its evidence of the magic she was wielding.
 
   “And that’s how we do it,” Sal breathed approvingly to a deaf audience.
 
   He gave similar lessons almost daily, each with a new group of students, each student a new victory. His teaching spread throughout the troop like wildfire, bringing with it some unexpected results.
 
   “Explain yourself, Subsergeant,” Master Aten’rih bellowed, spittle and the smell of stale garlic flying from the Ysrean’s mouth.
 
   “Clean living, sir!” Sal shot back, standing stiffly at attention.
 
   “Don’t give me that minta’hk dung, Sal! I’ve seen you weaving your way around the camp, first with this group, then with that group, never more than a handful at a time.”
 
   “Just getting a feel for the men, sir. A good leader has to know his troops.”
 
   “Well, they’re getting to know you, alright. Not a day goes by that I don’t get requests for night duty with you. No one likes pulling night duty, much less requests it. What? You got some sort of prostitution ring going behind my back?”
 
   “I do have a way with the ladies, sir,” he said with mock sincerity. Sal knew he should keep his mouth shut, but he couldn’t help pushing Master Aten’rih’s buttons. The guy was being a jerk and he had it coming to him. Besides, he was starting to hit pretty close to the mark—prostitution ring notwithstanding—and Sal needed to find a way to distract him.
 
   The barrel-chested mage snorted at the comment and turned on his heel, stalked around the far side of his desk and sat down. Like the rest of the commander’s tent, Aten’rih’s desk was simple, functional but unadorned. No decorations. No missives from his family, if he had any. Just sturdy-built and battle-scarred, like its owner, who fumed at Sal from behind it.
 
   “I don’t know what your game is, but I do know this. All four companies are increasing in magical skill, both offensively and defensively. Even given the high level of training of some of the cadets, the things that they are doing are impressive. Just this morning, young Densin, that idiot from Tribean’s squad, sprouted wings on his back. Wings, for Prophets’ sake! Do you know how long it took to wield those things off of him?”
 
   Wings? I hadn’t thought of that, Sal admitted to himself. Can’t wait to try...
 
   “Everything you’ve shown me since Summerheight has led me to view you as independent, if not downright insubordinate.” He glowered at Sal once more, then softened ever so slightly. “And quite possibly the most natural leader that I’ve ever trained. Which is why, though it galls me to no end, I’m placing you in charge of Harvest security next week. As you know, the local constabulary takes holiday for the Festival. As does the main body of the Granite Spire, who travel to Schel Veylin to celebrate with the Highest. That leaves it up to us to keep the peace. You will command the four Ranks—under my supervision—and you will be responsible for maintaining law and order in Bastion for the four days of the Festival. Let’s see what you can do with a real command.”
 
   Sal swelled with pride he hadn’t experienced since Annapolis, and he snapped off a smart salute, sweeping his fist as he would his sword, from left breast to right hip.
 
   “Remember this,” the big emerald cautioned. “Bastion is an island nation. Small, yes, but powerful. And far away from the rest of the world. Your Ma and Pa ain’t here. Your commander ain’t here. The Highest ain’t here. On this island, we have to rely on each other, so I expect your absolute best. Anything less would be... unfortunate.”
 
   Sal bowed his head respectfully at the admonition, and was dismissed.
 
   As he walked back to the barracks in the afternoon sun, he replayed the emerald’s warning. There was something ominous about it. Something... significant. Or maybe it was just the way that Aten’rih had said it. It had seemed both hopeful and fearful at the same time, almost as if...
 
   Bah, it’s probably nothing, he told himself. Brushing the thought aside, he concentrated on the Harvest security detail, and how he could best take advantage of his good fortune.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 26
 
   The Festival of Harvest, Reit sighed inwardly. It’s finally upon us.
 
   Few holidays stirred the blood of the people like the Five Festivals. They were quite the occasions, each one falling on the central three days of their respective month.
 
   Whitesong, the month of the winter snows, boasted the Festival of New Year. It was a time when everyone took stock of their lives and their relationships, celebrating the lives of those lost to them in the previous year, and looking forward to new life in the coming year. It was a time to give honor to the Crafter for all things, to bless His creation, and to give thanks to Him for His emissary, the Highest, and for the promise of messac’el. Sal had once nicknamed the Festival Krismus, in reflection of a similar holiday in his world.
 
   With the first thaws came Newbreath, and the Festival of Courting. This was when children became adults, friends became lovers, and parents became in-laws. It was quite stylish for a couple to be wed during that romantic time when the earth was just waking from its long sleep. Arranged marriages were the rule in the major cities, where the status of one’s House was all important. They were very rare in the smaller towns and villages, however. It seemed pointless to bend one’s heart to such a tradition in a place where happiness was not based on political standing.
 
   Next came Greenfield, and the Festival of Sowing. This festival celebrated that season when the newly green earth gave way to the brown of the tilled field. Though technically a holiday, labor was encouraged rather than shirked. Villages often banded together to build houses for newlyweds, plow fields for aging farmers, and round up debris left by the storm-racked weeks following winter. This debris was normally gathered together in the village green, where it fed a huge bonfire on the last night of Sowing. Young miscreants were known to chop down good timber to keep the bonfire going long into the night. It was a practice frowned upon by older, more practical folk, but was not punished… especially considering that they had once been the miscreants themselves!
 
   The heat of summer brought the month of Sunglory, and its Festival, Summerheight. To the young, this festival was the dearest three days of the year, as all work was expressly forbidden where not absolutely necessary. River parties, dances, and fireworks displays were the order of these festivals. Yearly contests of strength and skill were held, with trophies and bragging rights going to the victors. Unfortunately, celebrants often got carried away with their excessive merriment, so it was not uncommon for a constable to quietly volunteer his time in order to keep criminal activity to a minimum.
 
   But the Festival of Harvest...
 
   Dividing the month of Goldenleaf, the Festival of Harvest was perhaps the most anticipated of holidays. These three days—or four days, every fourth year—were tirelessly planned the whole year through. In some towns, committees were formed for that sole purpose.
 
   And a job it was, too! Feasts had to be planned, which meant caterers had to be hired. Hayrides had to be scheduled with local farmers, who often were only too happy to donate their time for a glimpse at some of the pretties that they might find in the wagon behind them. Bonfires, livestock judging, magic shows, fireworks, religious ceremonies, and myriad other activities were arranged, all done in thanksgiving to the Crafter and His vicar, the Highest, for another bountiful year.
 
   Easily the most chaotic—and potentially dangerous—time of the year, guards were kept on high alert throughout the Festival, that the merriment not be spoiled by any foul doings. But all to often, the guards got so caught up in their own frivolities that they themselves needed guarding.
 
   As the frigate Seacutter bobbed at anchor in Bastion’s night-blackened harbor, her captain prayed fervently for precisely that kind of Festival.
 
   “There she is,” Reit sighed. “Our salvation—or our doom—may well be spelled out within the next twenty-four hours.”
 
   “Yeah,” his twin nodded, infuriatingly nonchalant. “Doom, destruction, risk to life and limb, blah blah blah... makes life exciting. I mean, really. Would you have missed any of this?”
 
   “Not for all the world,” Reit admitted with a smirk every bit as roguish as his brother’s. “Besides, someone had to pull you out of the mess you were in.”
 
   “The mess I was in?!? Seems to me that you were the one with a war brewing. It was all I could do to pull your bacon out of the fire before you started crisping around the edges.”
 
   “A likely career for an outlawed assassin,” Reit chortled.
 
   Mirth spread across Retzu’s features, and pretty soon both brothers were lost to it. The sounds of their laughter echoed out far across the waters and into the night, mixing with the sounds of the docks, its workers laboring late into the night, readying for tomorrow’s festivities. And for just a moment, there was no Highest. They weren’t the leaders of some great rebellion. Millions of lives didn’t hang in the balance. They were just... normal.
 
   The brothers leaned on the bow of the ship, letting the last few chuckles shake themselves loose as they watched the street lamps in the distance, bobbing in their vision with the movement of the ship. Neither brother spoke, each lost to his own private thoughts, but it wouldn’t surprise them in the least to know that they were both thinking on the same things.
 
   Many will die tomorrow. Maybe me.
 
   Thoughts of his own mortality stood out like a beacon in Reit’s mind, stealing his focus from all else. Who would watch over his “little” brother, should “big” brother be taken from him? Who would lead the Rebellion should el’Yatza fall? Question upon question presented itself to him for consideration, each with consequences more terrible than the last. What would become of Aitaxen, the Norwood Isles, the world? What would become of Delana?
 
   A sigh escaped his lips as he thought of his wife. So beautiful, she was. So strong. Of all the souls that had joined the fight against the Highest, she was the one least worthy of concern. He could swear she had a core of pure iron, powerful even without her fearsome amethyst magics. And yet, now that she’d come to mind, he could think of little else. Would she be alright? Would she be able to go on?
 
   “Don’t worry about her, brother. She’ll be fine,” Retzu said softly, reading his twin’s thoughts better than any mage could. “Should anything happen to you, I’d protect her with my life. You have my word.”
 
   “I know you would, Sticks,” he replied, his childhood nickname for his brother springing from his lips as easily as it had when they were young. “And while we’re on the subject—”
 
   “Not a chance. You can play Great King Almighty all you want to, but don’t try and pull me into it. You were always the one with delusions of grandeur, not me. Aitaxen is your cross to bear.” The twinkle in his eye belied his harsh words. Both men chuckled lightly, then fell silent again, thoughtful. Their attentions returned to the city lying sprawled out before them, seeing in its place a very similar city, half a world away.
 
   “Mother and Father would be proud of us, I think,” Reit said solemnly.
 
   Retzu nodded. “Aye, and Anika, too. She always loved a good fight.”
 
   Reit smiled at bittersweet memories that mention of their sister always evoked. “She did know her way around a horsewhip,” he agreed.
 
   The brothers shared a hearty, cleansing laugh, as much a toast raised to their lost sister as anything else. Finally, casting a last, wistful look across the harbor at the sleeping city, Reit embraced his brother tightly, murmured words of affection, then went to find solace in his wife’s arms for what might well be the last time.
 
   ***
 
   Another soul stood gazing at the solid walls of the city. In Keth’s eyes, the city would normally have looked no different at midnight than in the light of day—light that was nonexistent for him. Normally, the only way Keth would have known it was midnight would be the position of the powder blue moon fixed in the dead white sky, or the marked lack of activity in the city before him. With its people in bed and its guards at their posts, the city was a veritable ghost town, populated only by a few wayward spirits haunting the streets.
 
   A wave rolled through Keth’s body and across his vision, stirring him from his musings.
 
   He stood in the water—on the water—about a hundred yards out from the westernmost pier. The Seacutter floated at anchor behind him at almost twice again that distance, with her sister ships clustered around her. Her sails were furled, the folds gleaming white—not orange—against the moonlit sky, as it bobbed in the black water.
 
   He was one with the water, his body having taken on the characteristics of the matter he had merged with. He hadn’t even known it was “impossible” until he’d already done it. He grinned broadly at the memory, the movement sent ripples across his translucent face and throughout his body, dying long before they reached the lake at his feet.
 
   The trip down the River Rhu’sai had been swift, if boring. Once Keth had been briefed on his part of the operation—something that took all of an hour at most—there was nothing left for him to do but wait. But it wasn’t the constructive waiting that smithing involved, waiting with anticipation as the steel before you gathered a ruddy glow from the fire. This was just dead time, passing from one second to the next with nothing to show for the time spent.
 
   Magic had become a way of life for Keth over the past few months, and he had grown proficient at wielding it, so Jaren had ordered a break from his self-training for the duration of the ride downriver. Keth knew that it was meant to be a reward for all the hard work he’d done, but it felt more like punishment. He might have used the extra time to perform his shol’tuk exercises, but the ship’s deck was too cramped to perform them properly. He tried to find people to pass the time with, but it seemed that everyone was always busy. Reit, Retzu, and Jaren passed the journey tucked away somewhere, pouring over various battle plans. Miss Marissa, who’d finally broken somewhat out of the funk she’d been in, stayed locked up in her quarters, toiling away at some project or another. Rumor had it that it was some new type of signaling device, but with Harvest so close at hand, Keth would almost bet his last copper that it was a new weapon.
 
   That young Mandiblean—Gaelen was his name—spent most of his hours staring over the stern railing to some distant point upriver. Keth occasionally managed to trap him into a conversation, which always seemed to be going well until the conversation turned to magic. At the merest mention of Granite, Gaelen always seemed to remember something or another that he’d forgotten, and abruptly excused himself before Keth knew what hit him.
 
   That left Menkal. The old sapphire passed his time staring at the bottom of a mug of ale. After days of endless rocking and pitching on the waves, even that idea appealed to Keth, but Menkal didn’t think it a fit diversion for someone of Keth’s age. “You can join me for a drink when you get some hair on your chest” were his exact words. Never mind that he had hairs on his chest. Menkal made it abundantly clear that he wanted no tavernmates.
 
   One night, the boredom grew too much for Keth. He’d been restless, tossing and turning in his bunk, listening to the sounds of the waves lapping against the hull. He needed to do something. Anything, and he really didn’t care what. He needed a break from the idleness. Thinking a swim might help, he wielded, melting out of his clothes, except for his night shorts, and into the timbers of the deck below him. The distinct blue patterns of wood filled his vision as he melted down through the bulkheads, occasionally broken by the blue-black of iron reinforcements.
 
   He passed through the keel of the ship and into the river. But instead of the expected red patterns of the river water, he saw nothing. His vision had gone completely black. 
 
   What?
 
   Maybe he melted straight into the riverbed? No. He should have at least seen the red patterns in passing, no matter how shallow the river was. Maybe the red patterns had been there, and he just failed to notice them. Besides, he wasn’t seeing the black, blue, and brown speckled patterns of the riverbed. Just black.
 
   At a loss to explain the darkness, he started to panic. Did melting with the water make him go blind? Would it stay that way? Bad enough that granite magic stole his primary sight from him. Had he lost his secondary sight now as well? He thrust himself further downward, frantic to get out of the water.
 
   He felt himself enter the riverbed, felt the many distinct forms of matter passing through his body, felt himself becoming one with them. As he sank completely into the mud, his vision flashed red, then cleared. The patterns of river rock, soil, silt, and other materials replaced the dead black of the water.
 
   Keth’s head cleared as well. And as fear left him, curiosity took over.
 
   Jaren had told him that magic is just like life. Everything has an explanation, from the sun crossing the sky to the great sea fish that breath air. And for once, Keth could relate to what the emerald was saying. His own Da had been prone to telling him much the same thing. Every question had an answer if one took the time to seek it out.
 
   Alright then. Fair enough. What just happened?
 
   When he entered the water, he remained one with his surroundings. He hadn’t expected that. No. That wasn’t quite right. He hadn’t actually given it any thought. He’d just taken it for granted.
 
   So if he had become one with the water, did it mean that water was Matter? No. Impossible. Water was the province of Sapphire, not Granite.
 
   But why was it impossible? Water had dimension, didn’t it? It could be deep, wide, and long. He could touch it, and feel the resistance it gave, however slight. He could feel the rain on his face, the wind in his hair. Wasn’t that how Jaren had described the effects of Matter?
 
   Well, he shouldn’t have been surprised if water was Matter. Since when did Jaren—or anyone else, really—actually know anything about Granite? Like with most other things pertaining to his magic, Keth would have to figure this out for himself. Taking a deep breath—or he would have, if his lungs hadn’t been one with the riverbed—he willed himself upward.
 
   He left the riverbed slowly, entering the water head first. As he did, the expected red patterns came to life, speckled through with the orange patterns of various river plants and animals. A fluke? A magical hiccup, maybe? He wasn’t sure. Cautiously, he entered the river completely. As the tips of his toes left the silt, his vision went black again.
 
   Wait a moment. Not entirely black.
 
   Turning his head this way and that, he found nothing but darkness. Still something tickled the edge of his visual spectrum. He cast his eyes upward, and almost caught it. It was there, invisible, but just barely so. Curious, he willed himself up through the water.
 
   As he moved closer to the surface, the object became more defined. It grew brighter in his vision. The edges sharpened somewhat, took on a round appearance that shimmered rhythmically. Finally, he broke the surface of the river. Water rippled away from him, rippled through him, but he didn’t notice. He was completely captivated by what he saw above him.
 
   The moon, beaming in all its pockmarked glory.
 
   But the moon was white! And the sky was black?!?
 
   He didn’t understand. Was his multicolored nightmare over? Had the Crafter given him back his sight?
 
   Almost without thinking, he whipped his head around, seeking another reference point. The movement sent ripples across his vision, but again he barely noticed. He could make out the trees on the back of the river, the leaves grey in the moon’s feeble light. Closer, he saw the glittering gold of a sandy beach, strewn with debris from the waning tide. And floating just downriver from him was the brown and black forms of the Seacutter and her flanking ships, lit by the fires of the sentries’ lamps.
 
   Fire! He could see fire!
 
   He had to tell Jaren.
 
   He willed himself forward excitedly, barreling into the ship’s hold with a ripple of Matter. As he became one with the solid wood, the blessing vanished, and the curse reclaimed him. All around him, the distinctive blue-black glimmer of oaken timbers and cast iron rivets replaced moonlit darkness.
 
   He felt like weeping. For joy. For loss. He really couldn’t tell which. He just felt like weeping.
 
   He stood dumbly for a moment as the reality of the situation set in on him. But when it did, it hit him like a hammer. He, Keth, a granite mage with no qualified tutor, had somehow discovered something that no other granite in the world had—how to regain primary sight, if only temporary. How was that possible? Were granites so completely drilled on the differences between Water and Matter that no granite had ever become one with water? Or maybe the Granite Order did know about this, and have just been extremely tight-lipped about it. It wouldn’t be completely out of character for them, but why would they be so secretive about this power in particular? And how did it even work? What was so special about the water?
 
   Questions echoed back and forth throughout the recesses of his mind, loud at first, then growing to a deafening roar. Amidst the din of his own thoughts, two names floated to the top. Jaren and Menkal. They would help him find the answers, tell him what it all meant. They had to.
 
   His vision flashed slightly as he freed himself from the timbers and released the granite magic. Solid again, he wound through the crates that filled the ship’s hold and tore out into the empty hallway, on his way to find Jaren. A scant fifteen steps carried him from the hold to the emerald’s quarters, where he found Jaren sound asleep at his desk, an open tome serving as a pillow.
 
   The granite leapt into the room without the slightest shred of decorum. “Jaren! Jaren!” he urged with abandon, shaking the emerald roughly from his slumber.
 
   “But it’s Endweek, Mum... I don’t have t—” Jaren said blearily, slow to make the transition from sleep to wakefulness. “Wh-wha-what?”
 
   “Jaren! Jaren!” was all that Keth could cry. His tongue had gotten stuck somehow. No other words seemed to be able to shake themselves loose. “Jaren! I just-It’s-I-C’mere!”
 
   Keth dragged Jaren bodily from the chair and pulled the emerald down the hall after him. “When I ascended it happened so fast that I never thought that I would ever be the same again and I guess I’m still not but I was so mad back then because the mage didn’t tell me and Nanette and Ma and Da but then Sal helped me and you too and—”
 
   “Keth, what in blue blazes are you yammering on about?” Jaren shouted irritably as the granite practically dragged him down the hallway. Keth had finally unstuck his tongue, but now it was flapping uncontrollably.
 
   “I can see, Jaren! I can see! I ca-owww!” The granite’s words cut off abruptly as his forehead struck a low-hanging bulkhead.
 
   “Yes, of course you can,” Jaren remarked blandly.
 
   Keth’s hands flew to his forehead, trying vainly to contain the rising knot. Stars—the kind born of pain—danced in his vision as the lump beat out a fervent complaint.
 
   Jaren stood with his arms folded before him, staring dispassionately at Keth, not making slightest move to heal him. Just payment for the rude awakening. Keth tried not to glower as he continued down the hall, beckoning the emerald to follow.
 
   Keth led Jaren to a bathroom that had been set aside for the female passengers and their more delicate bathing needs. A porcelain tub stood on the far side of the room near the port hull, where a pipe allowed the tub to drain into the river. Ringing the tub were rows of sapphires and rubies, their activation runes inscribed between them on the silver strip that held them to the tub. He ran his hand along a length of the strip, igniting the runes and activating the magic. Water began to well up from the bottom of the tub.
 
   “I know you told me once that water was the province of Sapphire,” Keth started. “I’m not disputing that. But you also told me that matter was anything that could be measured in terms of length, width, and height.
 
   “Well, the other day, while we were boarding the ship, it started raining. Any other time, I would have passed it off as nothing extraordinary, and truly it wasn’t. But Retzu had told me to always keep an open mind, and to practice seeing the ordinary from a new perspective. It’s supposed to help me learn how to improvise,” he said by way of explanation. Jaren’s bare foot tapped the deck impatiently.
 
   Keth cleared his throat nervously. “Anyway, there I was on the railing, watching some of our people board when a single raindrop struck the rail. It was a fat raindrop, even for the summer storms, and it splattered where it hit the wood. Then I realized—it was fat.”
 
   “You’ve already mentioned this absolutely amazing fact,” Jaren said sarcastically, obviously missing the connection.
 
   “Don’t you see? It had dimensions, Jaren! Length, width, height-the same as matter.”
 
   “But water is not matter,” Jaren argued patiently, though not without a note of curiosity in his voice. Whatever else Jaren thought, he was interested in finding out where the granite was going with all this. “If Granite could wield the essence of Water, then why have we never heard of a granite mage doing so?”
 
   “Maybe it’s part of that super-secret society of theirs. Or maybe, like yourself, they’ve always viewed water strictly as the province of Sapphires. I dunno,” Keth shrugged.
 
   The water level in the tub reached the silver strip. As the wavelets lapped at the silver, the activation runes flared briefly, then died, canceling the spell.
 
   “But one thing I do know,” he continued, staring at the tub, “is that whatever we may ‘know’ to be true, we can’t assume anything.”
 
   Keth rolled up the sleeve of his tunic and placed his hand into the water, wielding. His hand melted, merging with the water. In Keth’s sight, his hand took on the red pattern of water, though he could still see his fingers clearly outlined in the brown aura of granite magic. He willed the melting to encompass his whole body, and he watched as the red of the water consumed the orange-yellow of flesh and bone.
 
   Keth turned his eyes back to Jaren. The mage’s black gemstone eyes held the green aura of emerald magic as they followed the spell up Keth’s arm, then to his shoulder, then finally to his face.
 
   Had the melting allowed his lungs to draw breath, Keth might have laughed when he saw Jaren’s face go from its normal orange-yellow—minus two faint yellow teeth that the emerald had lost—to a deep golden tan, his brilliant green eyes wide and his jaw slack with utter shock...
 
   Now he did chuckle, the soundless, breathless movement sending waves through the man-shaped pillar of water that was his body.
 
   That discovery turned more than four thousand years of theory on its ear. It led to hours upon hours of speculation, debate, and experimentation for Keth and the Heads of Order. Not to mention Menkal attacking the young granite’s abilities with renewed interest, charging Keth to fill this or freeze that. Which suited Keth just fine. As boring as the trip downriver had been up to that point, this discovery proved to be just the thing to break up the monotony.
 
   Over the next thirty six hours, they came to the conclusion that Sapphire, like Emerald, actually borrowed its medium from Granite. Keth found that he could create water in its various states, though it was much easier to make ice than it was liquid water. He even enjoyed some small success in creating air pockets, but it was almost impossible for him to maintain something with so much empty space between its particles. In the end, it was determined that Granite, though it could emulate Sapphire as it did Emerald, could not wield its higher, more complex forms of magic.
 
   As Keth stood on the water, gazing west across the harbor into the great night-dimmed city of Bastion, hot tears welled up in his liquid eyes, adding salt water to fresh. His magic may not be able to do everything, but what it could do was enough.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 27
 
   The sun was still well below the horizon when Sal awoke. By force of old habit, he tugged his eye patch into place and touched Emerald before opening his gemstone eye. Torchlight flickered on the far wall, tinged faintly green in his sight. Yawning, he sat up in his bunk and stretched. He remained there for a moment, both reluctant and eager to face the day. Finally, he swung his legs over the side of the bunk with a sigh, and shuffled to the wash barrel.
 
   One more day, he thought as he washed the last vestiges of drowsiness away. One more day, and I won’t have to care what color my eye is. I won’t have to play like I’m a lackey for the Highest. And I won’t be facing certain death and dismemberment day in and day out for proselytizing these kids for the sake of the rebellion.
 
   He sighed again, and leaned forward on the barrel, his pseudo-emerald eye staring back at him from the mirror. He knew he was where he was supposed to be for right now, but he’d be just as glad to be gone.
 
   Which ain’t gonna happen if I keep myself planted in front of the mirror, he reminded himself. Pushing off from the barrel, he returned to his bunk and donned his uniform leather armor, then ambled out into the courtyard to meet his lieutenants.
 
   The courtyard was about the size and shape of a football field, with six fortress-like buildings spaced out around the perimeter of the compound. Each of the four Ranks were represented here, having its own barracks on the long side of the courtyard. Ruby and Emerald were stationed on the eastern side, facing Sapphire and Amethyst on the west. To the south stood the stables and the Orientation building, the keep that housed all new Rank recruits. New Rank soldiers would remain in the Orientation building for a period of thirty to forty five days, though occasionally a particularly thickheaded recruit may find himself there a full month. Sal grimaced at the thought of spending a full seventy three days in that dump. Hemming in the courtyard to the north was the main command structure, which held the classrooms, the mess hall, and officers quarters. In the center of the courtyard stood a flagpole, the banner of the Highest cracking loudly in the predawn wind. Sal thought it fitting that the banner waved in darkness.
 
   His lieutenants in the Ranks were already out by the flagpole when he arrived, ready to receive their duty assignments for the Festival. Each of them had been hand-picked by their respective Instructors for their magical prowess and leadership abilities. Not for the first time, Sal had to wonder if it was coincidence that his lieutenants all supported the Resistance, or if the Crafter had done a little hand-picking of His own.
 
   There was Hafi, a Mandiblean Sapphire. Growing up in a nomadic desert tribe, he’d known little more than turbans and sand dunes when he ascended. Overnight, his poverty-stricken family gained the notoriety of having a sapphire son. In a few short months, his father had risen through the ranks of Mandiblean society, gaining the ear of a number of key members of the Fellowship of the Dunes. The next year he was elected to his own Fellowship seat in Deitrich. All the while, the old man was ringing his son for more power, hiring him out to the highest bidder. It became too much for Hafi, so he left for the Earthen Rank. He’d just recently received word that his father had been stripped of his seat. Hafi was sorrowful, but not overly so.
 
   Kiri’tsa was the representative of the Ruby Rank. She said the name meant “fire warrior” in her native Plainsfolk tongue, In accordance with Plainsfolk custom, Kiri’s mother and father entered a deh’lt—a type of wooden or clay hut—to consult the spirits about when to conceive, and what they should name the child. They spent all that night in consultation—and conception—before finally falling asleep from exhaustion. That night, they both dreamed of a woman made of pure flame, a warrior, fighting against an immense darkness. They named their child “fire warrior” as the dream suggested. They never knew just how prophetic that name would one day prove to be.
 
   Kiri ascended young, and her parents were not surprised to find that she was aligned with the Ruby soulgem. She was sent by her chieftain to the Academy, where she excelled. She trained there for many years, growing in knowledge and power, preparing for the day when she would finally rejoin her clan. Unfortunately, that day would never come. In the summer of her twelfth Year of Ascension, news reached her that a rival clan had wiped her people out. None had survived the raid, save for Kiri’tsa who was away at the time. The ruby exploded, her rage consuming everything in sight. Luckily, no students were killed. She immediately requested a transfer to the Earthen Ranks, where she could find an excusable outlet for her fiery temper.
 
   From the Amethyst Rank, there was Cedric, a diminutive Valenese man. At least ten years Sal’s senior, Cedric had started his service to the Highest relatively late in life. He’d trained at the Academy, then took his training home with him to Bayton, where he used his art to perform in the local theater circuit. When a freak lightning storm swept east of League Deep Bay and set one of the theaters ablaze, all fingers pointed to Cedric. Of course, he was exonerated, but by then the damage had been done-none of the other performers would have anything to do with him. Desperate for a means to support his family, Cedric joined the Earthen Ranks.
 
   These three, with Tribean, met Sal with a wink as he approached.
 
   “We really need to find a better way to identify ourselves,” Sal grumbled. “Password, secret handshake—anything but that dang wink!”
 
   “Oh, come now, Sal,” Tribean chided lightly. “We must show our revered leader how much we love him.” This set the other three to laughing. Tribean’s face remained the picture of innocence.
 
   “Good! Since you love me so much, you won’t mind covering the Commons,” Sal returned cheerfully. The emerald’s innocent look deflated into one of severe dislike, adding new fuel to his companions’ laughter.
 
   Joking aside, Sal got down to business. He took the group through his security plans, assigning each mage their district. He pointed out the advantages of the placement—amethyst electricity near the harbor, emerald versatility in the Commons, and so on—and recommended headquarters for each division. Finally, he detailed his own plans involving the Archive.
 
   “How many people are you going to have with you?” asked Hafi.
 
   “Sixteen, four from each Rank, with another sixteen on standby here at Camp for relief purposes. With four on the roof and the rest on the ground, that should convince anybody that we’re doing our job. I don’t have a clue what Reit’s planning, but I want us to be in a position to help if he needs it.”
 
   “And if we’re betrayed?” This one from Kiri.
 
   Sal looked at her long and hard, his jaw clenching in protest at the command he knew he had to give. Over three quarters of the camp had been converted, bringing the number of rebels within the Rank compound to well over a hundred. Sal wished fervently that he could be sure of every convert, but he couldn’t.
 
   “Keep your orders specific to your Rank, and limit the information you give them to only what is necessary to do the job. Make no mention of the other Ranks, or me. That should put a lid on the amount of damage a betrayal could cause.” Sal tried to leave it at that, but he could tell by Kiri’s eyes that he hadn’t finished. She knew—they all knew—what had to be done. But Sal was their leader. He had to give the order, though he hated himself for it. “There’s going to be a lot of confusion tonight, so keep your eyes open. If you suspect a traitor”—he paused in last-minute reluctance—”eliminate them, quickly and quietly. We still want to look like Rank when all is said and done.”
 
   The mages nodded solemnly. None of them relished the thought of killing another, Kiri’s vendetta excluded, but they would do what was necessary to ensure the success of tonight’s operation.
 
   Quick to move on, Sal took them over a few more issues—calls to battle, rallying points, and the like—then dismissed them to their various duties. Each one wished the other luck, then left for their respective barracks to await reveille.
 
   Sal stood by the pole a moment longer, watching them leave. “How many of us are going to survive the day?” he wondered aloud. “Are any of us?”
 
   He started toward his own barracks, but his step faltered. As wave after wave of doubt crashed over him, he bent to one knee. He slipped the sword from his back and placed it at his side, for once freeing himself from the death he carried around with him. After a moment’s hesitation, he released Emerald. With no magic flowing through his body, with no sword on his back, nothing that he felt might be offensive, he looked up at the stars, and for the first time in ages, he prayed. Though his lips never moved, though no clear words even entered his mind, he poured out his very soul. He wasn’t sure what he prayed for, or even why he prayed. Maybe just to feel a peace, a closeness, that he hadn’t felt in many years, he couldn’t tell. But when he stood, he was surprised to find a little spring in his step, a lightening of his personal burdens. Maybe, even in this world of the Crafter, a world so alien to his own, maybe he wasn’t as far from his own God as he might have believed. A comforting thought, for a man who may only be hours away from finding out.
 
   ***
 
   The warble of a dawngreeter stirred Jaeda from sleep. Too early, she thought without opening her eyes. It was much too early for even the most annoying bird to be rousing the sleeping forest. She groaned and pulled her blankets high over her head, trying vainly to muffle the song of the dawngreeter.
 
   “Might as well not even try,” Nestor grunted from the far side of the firepit. “Woke me about halfway through fourth watch, and I haven’t so much as drifted off again. Tonight’s spawn of the Abyss must be the very same bird.”
 
   “He is pretty insistent, isn’t he?” she agreed, reluctantly rolling onto her back and stretching. The snap and pop of a thousand joints sang sweetly to her, remarking of each and every mile they’d traversed—on foot—in the past several days. About midway through the last week, the ground had taken a steady upward turn, not enough to even notice a bend in the trees, but enough that Jaeda felt it in her thighs and calves. They’d only yesterday found their way back to the river, but even the oft-level ground of the rocky banks sapped their energy as they followed the winding waters ever deeper into the Garden. Jaeda swore silently that if they didn’t find something soon, she’d leave Nestor to his fate, and go find a quiet inn someplace to sleep away the rest of her days.
 
   “Come on, Jaeda,” Nestor prodded sleepily. “I want to get a few miles behind us before the sun burns away the cool.”
 
   Slowly, oh so slowly, Jaeda complied, rolling up onto her haunches and then to her feet. “Too late,” she said. “I can already feel the sun coming up.”
 
   Nestor paused, then cautiously said, “I feel it too. It warms my face.”
 
   That brought Jaeda fully awake. Nestor wasn’t facing east. He was facing the headwaters of the river, somewhere off to the north.
 
   ***
 
   They hastily packed their gear and what dried meats they’d cooked over the past few nights, and marched off along the river toward the unknown source of heat. As they advanced, the morning picked up a sticky, humid feel, as if they trekked through the balmy islands on the northern reaches of Leviathan’s Maw instead of the forests northeast of the Icebreak Mountains.
 
   The river continued to snake away to the north, the rush of the waters gradually building with every pace until it was a thundering torrent mere miles from where they’d started. They rounded a bend in the river and found themselves facing a broken escarpment, a jagged cliff that stretched out in either direction as far as the thick canopy of trees would allow them to see. It stretched for spans into the air, the river fell gently over the edge of the cliff to crash in a pool some hundred feet below.
 
   “There,” Nestor shouted over the roar of the waters, pointing to the escarpment. Jaeda saw nothing at first, but then her eyes fell upon a tiny nook on the far side of the waterfall. It plunged deep into the cliff, and seemed to run all the way to the top. The path was steep, to be sure, but it was manageable. It would suit their purposes perfectly.
 
   If they could find a way across the raging waters of the river.
 
   Jaeda cast her eyes about, taking in her surroundings all at once. Finding what she needed, she shouted at Nestor to stand back. Spying the base of a monstrous tree, thin but towering, she wielded. Her granite magics ate away at the tree base, the wood turning to dust as she watched. She was careful to make the cut wide on the side facing the river, and narrow on the side facing away. In moments, her effort was rewarded by a loud crack, then another, until finally the weight of the tree brought it crashing down across the width of the river. The red-patterned spray washed over the top of the fallen trunk as the tree bounced in the water, then settled into place on either bank.
 
   Jaeda and Nestor climbed the trunk with a little effort. It had seemed so narrow from so far away! Up close, they found that the trunk was a good head wider than they were tall. A few lashes with Jaeda’s granite magic provided them with some handholds in the green wood. They mounted the tree in short order and started making their way across.
 
   The river beat against the tree, rocking it this way and that as the waters found its way through the branches and then downstream. Jaeda looked longingly at the branches, at least halfway up the length of the tree trunk. The first half they would have to brave without a handhold, relying on their own balance and luck to guide them along. With nothing else for it, Nestor and Jaeda linked hands to lend support to each other, then set out along the bare trunk toward the branches, and the relative safety that they provided.
 
   It was slow going, inching along the trunk as it teetered this way and that, the thunder of the rapids drowning every shout, every slip of the foot. Even the most basic thoughts were beaten from their skulls, leaving behind only pure instinct, the all-consuming desire to find their way to the far side of the fallen trunk. Perhaps it was that instinct, or perhaps dumb luck, or perhaps even the direct intervention of the Crafter that they experienced in the next few minutes. Neither of them would ever know for sure. All they would ever know for sure is that the next came upon them hard, fast, and brutally.
 
   A particularly loud crash boomed off the cliff wall, echoing a thousand times throughout the tree-flanked bowl of the waterfall. Jaeda, walking ahead of Nestor, paused in mid-step and shot an eye over her shoulder in time to see the blue-brown patterns of an ancient boulder, its already weak hold on the cliff face weakened further by the thunder of the felled tree, disappear beneath the red waves as the river water rushed in to fill the hole it had made. Nestor also looked over his shoulder, but continued walking, confident in the natural footholds the knotted trunk provided. In that moment of distraction, he nudged the already off-balance Jaeda, sending her sprawling. He reached his arm further to help her maintain her balance, but lost his own. The two tumbled, hand in hand, into the frothy water on the downriver side of the trunk.
 
   The current raged around them, pulling them under more often than it pushed them up. They kicked and paddled violently with their legs and arms, struggling to gain even a few seconds above water. Nestor tried to let go of Jaeda’s hand, but she held his doggedly, in a panic. It was all happening so fast! How she’d wished that she’d let Gaelen teach her how to swim when Tribe Tobin had camped on the shores of Leviathan’s Tooth, on the northwestern edge of the Mandible that one summer. How she wished that her booted foot would touch the riverbed just one time, allow her contact enough to become one with the earth. But the river was deep here, and the water insistent, and her knowledge of swimming just barely adequate to breach the churning water. More than once, water filled Jaeda’s gaping mouth, entered nostrils flared wide to receive life-giving air. Her head would break the water’s surface and give her just enough time to gasp and spit water back out before the rapids pulled her back under.
 
   Spots swam in Jaeda’s vision, and in a disconnected way she realized that those were not patterns inherent to her granite vision. She was drowning. She’d taken in too much water, and now if was filling her lungs. It was a strange feeling, and painful, but it almost felt as if it were happening to someone else. The feeling carried an odd peace with it, spreading through her swiftly, displacing the panic that she knew should have been there. No matter. The spots swam closer, grew larger, swarming to embrace her, encompassing almost all of her field of vision...
 
   She felt the cold crunch of gravel under her cheek as Nestor pulled her to shore, death grip on the scruff of her neck, dragging her further and further from the raging current until finally he too collapsed from pure exhaustion.
 
   She coughed and sputtered into the gravel, the air entering her lungs stinging worse than the river water.
 
   “Why... didn’t... you melt?” Nestor asked, heaving great gulps of air.
 
   “I was in the water, you dolt!” Jaeda spat back, anger giving her water soaked lungs strength. “I’m a granite, not a sapphire!”
 
   “Fool girl,” Nestor sighed as the last shreds of consciousness finally fled him.
 
   Jaeda rolled her head toward him, feeling her own strength bleeding rapidly from her. It was all she could do to keep her own eyes open long enough to take stock of the situation. Not that she had strength enough to do anything about it. Nestor lay just upriver from her, no more than two hands away. His chest rose and fell unevenly, but it did rise and fall. He had a hairline crack in his skull just above the right temple. He was lucky. Any lower, and he would have died on the spot. They were both lucky.
 
   As Jaeda’s own eyes finally slid shut, she realized that she must have taken a blow to the head herself. Far beyond Nestor, she’d spied the crevasse in the escarpment. At the far end of the narrow crack glowed an aura, but one the likes of which she’d never seen before. This one had an almost opalescent sheen about it, like a thousand rainbows haloing someone, or something, just beyond the far edge of the crevasse.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 28
 
   The day dawned not to the cock’s crow, but to the sound of laughter as children poured from their homes, dragging their half-awake parents behind them. All around the city, shopkeeps who had been up for hours threw open their doors and stood on their steps, eagerly watching the sun rise above the mountain tops to the east, setting their eyes to gleaming brightly, though none would ever know if it was the morning sun or the anticipation of a tidy profit that made them shine so. Not that it mattered.
 
   The Festival of Harvest had arrived.
 
   Even at that early hour, the streets began to fill with shoppers looking to haggle out a good deal before the first rush of the morning hit, and competition drove the prices up. People rushed to and fro, gathering their friends and heading toward one of the three city greens, where they found vendors already at their stalls, crying their wares. Gaming booths came to life with the promise of easy winnings. Even the pubs were turning a decent profit, the proprietors having set up shop near their front doors to tempt passersby with the notion of enjoying a frothy pint while they browsed the stalls.
 
   Having stationed his team at the Archive an hour before, Sal took some time to roam around, view the various sights, before assuming his post.
 
   No stranger to state fairs and the like, Sal was still in awe of the sheer immensity of the festival. The vendors, rides, and gaming booths spilled off the greens and into the city streets. One really couldn’t tell where one section of the city stopped and another began. The Commons spilled into the wharves. The wharves ran over into the Manors of the Patriarchs. The Academy flowed out into the Thoroughfare. And Sal’s Ranks were on every corner, in every shop insomuch as possible, policing the people as best they could. It reminded Sal vaguely of Mardi Gras, only more intense, if that were possible in this medieval world. As he thought of how the various districts would respond to the Festival, he felt a stab of pity for Tribean. He was sure that the Commons, the crime-infested southern district of Bastion, had turned into a real Mardi Gras, fraught with every perversion known to man.
 
   His pity was soon lost to the wonder of the festival, the sights and attractions—and miscreants—more than enough to keep his mind occupied. Just after reveille, he’d directed the sapphires to raise a cage of ice large enough to hold at least three hundred prisoners, and gave the “honor” of guarding it to those recruits still loyal to the Highest—or at least, those not known to be sympathetic to the Cause. They were content, given the cushiest job in the security detail. And they were out of Sal’s hair. It was a win-win situation. Besides, with almost a quarter of the entire Camp of the Unmarked stationed there, it made for the most secure jail setting he could hope for in these conditions. But by noon, he was wondering if it would be enough.
 
   “This is amazing,” Tribean breathed, the turmoil of the Commons districts surging around him.
 
   “Amazing,” Sal parroted, looking askance at his Onatae friend. “Please don’t tell me that you’re actually enjoying this.”
 
   Tribean shrugged, adjusting the sword that he wore at his belt, secured tightly to avoid inadvertently drawing steel on the odd drunk. “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t feel the thrill of using my new-found skills with magic and sword to thwart the frivolity of evil-doers.”
 
   “No more ale for you.”
 
   Tribean laughed, then frowned his disgust. “No, I’m not enjoying this. Not the ‘sidelining’, as you call it. I’d rather be in a pub, downing a pint, or walking the greens with a staked quarter of chicken, or—”
 
   Across the street from them, two men burst through a shop window, one of the few in the Commons district that did not have bars over them. They hit the cobbled street with a huff, but barely noticed. They were too intent on killing each other.
 
   “On the other hand,” Tribean said as he and Sal loosed their bundled-reed practice swords from the holsters on their backs and rushed to engage the miscreants, “it’s not without its perks.”
 
   ***
 
   Jaeda stumbled as the rocky surface of the slope gave way beneath her feet yet again. Since waking up on the near bank of the river, she and Nestor had made it a point to get as far away from the rushing water as possible. They made the bottom of the crevasse about an hour ago—time was difficult enough for a sun-blind granite to judge without that strange heat pouring over the waterfall from the north—and had been making their shaky way up the slope ever since. Whenever Jaeda gave thought to stopping to rest, she looked up the slope, spied the opalescent aura, and trudged on. Curiosity, it seemed, was stronger than mere fatigue.
 
   Rocks skittered from beneath her boots yet again, painfully bringing her to her knees once more. She swore an oath, and pushed herself up again.
 
   “Let’s stop for a min—”
 
   “You stop if you want to,” Jaeda snapped. “But I’ll see the top of this goat-kissing slope before I even think about rest.” Nestor looked her long in the face, shrugged, and turned back uphill.
 
   She was glad he didn’t mention melting again. He could have, like he had twice before—it was probably on the tip of his goat-kissing tongue even now—but he didn’t. She’d told him in no uncertain terms that she would make her way as he did, climb the same slopes he climbed. When this was all over, she would not have him seeing her as weaker than he, taking advantage of magic that he no longer had at his disposal. She was sure he didn’t understand, but she was glad he could take a hint. He didn’t have to understand, Crafter take it! He just had to...
 
   Her forward handhold leveled off significantly, and she cast her eyes up. She saw Nestor a few paces ahead of her, standing at the edge of a river-banked meadow, hands on hips, lungs heaving. They’d made it! Finally!
 
   But what she saw beyond him made her lose her footing once more, and almost sent her sliding back down the slope. Beyond the meadow, just barely peaking over the high-canopied forest, she saw her opalescent aura again, hanging close to a great, black mountain like a cloud.
 
   She couldn’t see the patterns of the mountain from that distance, but whatever it was made of, the precision of the angles suggested that the mountain was not natural. It had a symmetry about it that was uncanny. Too symmetrical. Almost...
 
   “Man-made,” Nestor breathed, echoing her thoughts. “It’s man-made! Have you ever seen the like? Look at how the river seems to flow right to it!”
 
   He was right. The river still snaked away into the dense forests of the Garden, but it unwound in the general direction of the mountain. If she were a betting woman, she’d have bet that it flowed from the very side of the mountain itself.
 
   In a daze, as if he was a child again, gazing at a toy-bedecked tree dressed up for the Festival of New Year, Nestor ambled off toward the meandering river, aiming to follow it back to its source. Huffing her exhaustion, but unwilling to give in to the temptation to become one with the earth, Jaeda pushed herself up and stumbled after him.
 
   ***
 
   The hours passed slowly and the Festival raged. Periodically, an Unmarked could be seen escorting an offender to the makeshift prison, which stood just outside the city walls. Rumors began to circulate about the jail made of ice, and the amethyst mages who would electrify the bars should an inmate wander too close. At first the rumors served as an effective deterrent, and the crime rate lagged. But with time—and increasing quantities of ale—the criminal element enjoyed a renaissance, and by dusk, the sapphire jailers were erecting new rooms to accommodate the influx of prisoners.
 
   Dusk.
 
   From his vantage point in the alcove leading into the Archive, Sal had not seen the sunset, hidden as it was behind a row of cramped houses. But a whistle from the roof of the Archive reported that the sun had set, and Sal’s stomach knotted reflexively.
 
   That’s it. Here we go.
 
   He turned to the sentries above him and nodded. The ruby nodded back. A moment later, a ball of fire launched from the rooftop, streaking across the darkening sky. Reaching its apex, it burst, sending down streamers that would wink out, then flare back to life. Bastionites could be heard, applauding what they took to be the first issue of the night’s fireworks display. Sal’s Ranks knew differently. They knew it to be a warning, a reminder that the sun had set. All across the city, Sal’s forces replaced their wooden swords on their backs and eased their steel in their sheaths. True, it was only the first night of Harvest, but anticipation of the Festival had been building among the populace for some time. If there would be a time for chaos and confusion among festival-goers, it would be tonight. And if Reit chose to capitalize on that chaos, Sal would be ready.
 
   ***
 
   “Do you think we’ve been spotted?” Retzu asked, hand resting casually on the hilt of his dagger. Reit knew that Retzu felt naked without his gold-hilted katana strapped to his back and at the ready, and he sympathized. Any other time, a sword would have drawn little or no attention, but a gold-hilted katana? During a Festival? Reit could imagine the stories even now, of how one patriarch was plotting against another patriarch, and had hired a Silent Blade to handle the “negotiations”. No, the risk of drawing attention was too great, and tonight of all nights. He’d just have to wait until he was in place, and pray that he not need his sword until then.
 
   “Doubt it,” Reit answered. But even as the words fell from his lips, he began to wonder. That fireball, its remnants just now dying, had been a signal flare if he’d ever seen one. With its explosion, the Earthen Rank patrols had come alive, bristling like a guard dog at the snap of a twig. It struck him as eerie that the Ranks would send up a signal flare, especially as he was waiting on a similar one himself. Did someone know their plans? Suddenly, his disguise seemed woefully inadequate. He tugged reflexively at the hood of his moth-ridden cloak. “Just in case, why don’t you take to the rooftops.”
 
   “Done, el’Yatza.” The assassin uttered the honorific as he disappeared into the shadows, leaving Reit and Keth to wander the crowded streets alone. Reit might have wished his brother luck as he vanished, but he knew better. Retzu du’Nograh made his own luck.
 
   The pair continued down the street, playing the “gawking peasants” role for all they were worth. But they weren’t interested in the shops, the vendors, or the exhibits. Though they ogled all the proper sights, they only had eyes for the squat, horseshoe building at the end of the street.
 
   At only two stories, the Archive was easily distinguishable from its wealthy neighbors. The building was marble, with a columned walkway leading through its fenced courtyard to the entrance. On either end of the building, side wings swept forward to form a U. Even from three blocks away, Reit could see the marvelous filigreed trim of the eaves, and the carved ivy relief of the columns. Even though he couldn’t see the magical wards that sealed every door, window, and vent from the outside world, the building still impressed him. The Archives looked every bit a palace, fitting in near perfectly with its neighboring houses.
 
   Near perfectly, he thought to himself, spying the Earthen Rank sentries, spaced out around the base of the structure, and on the roof. He quirked up an eyebrow as he took in the defenses. He’d be hard-pressed to find any of the patriarchal manors garrisoned as effectively.
 
   Spying a familiar landmark, Reit wove his way through the crowd, pushing toward an alleyway a block or so to the northwest of the Archive. Keth had to move fast to keep up with him. But the crowd largely ignored them. Having pushed, prodded, and bullied their own way through the crowds since sunup, there wasn’t a single Festival-goer that saw anything of interest in the Reit and Keth, just a pair of Commoners who couldn’t afford more decent garb. The two slipped into the alley without drawing so much as a glance.
 
   The alley was so cluttered with broken crates, moldy sacks, chamberpot leavings, and other assorted filth that Reit almost missed the trap door. But there it was, partially buried under a rubbish heap, piled high by the keepers of the tunnel to dissuade the curious, or just those unfortunate enough to call the alleys of Bastion their home. Turning to make sure that no one was watching, he posted Keth as sentry and set about clearing the trap door of its camouflage. Thankfully, the keepers of the tunnel were courteous in their disguising of the trap door, setting decent limits to the “realism” of the rubbish that he had to push aside. The trash fell away almost as a single piece, revealing the seemingly rotten planks of the trap door below. Reit snaked a finger under one of the planks and gave a tug.
 
   The door swung upward with barely a creak from its well-oiled hinges, revealing a narrow, steep series of steps descending into pitch blackness. He cast an eye down both legs of the alley one more time, then tapped Keth on the shoulder. The big granite ducked into the tunnel and disappeared without so much as a word. With more excitement than he could show at such a moment, Reit followed suit, shutting out the sounds and light of the Festival as he let the trap door close behind him.
 
   ***
 
   Retzu left his brother’s side and slipped down a narrow side street to his right, ducking behind a flatbed wagon that was nearly falling apart with age and abuse. In the darkness of the deserted alley, he doffed his peasant garb, revealing the night-black leather armor of his trade beneath.
 
   He removed his katana and sheath from a holster under his arm and strapped it across his back. The assassin sighed his comfort as the katana settled into its accustomed place in the groove between his shoulder blades, with the hilt canted slightly to the right. Last, he pulled a black mask from his belt pouch and donned it, enveloping all but his eyes in shadow.
 
   He stooped down and peeled back the turned down cuff of his boot, revealing a row of glittering gems beneath, set in silver. He stroked the gems and replaced the cuff, then repeated the motions with the other boot. The boots practically hummed with energy as the last gem was stroked and the magic of the boots was activated.
 
   Standing, Retzu ground the balls of his feet on the cobblestone to test the magic. The ground, normally firm and unforgiving, seemed to slide away easily at the pressure. Long accustomed to the effect, Retzu knew that it wasn’t the ground that was sliding away. It was him.
 
   Satisfied, he leapt into the air, catching the alley wall with one foot and rebounding to the opposite wall, skipping weightlessly up the walls to the rooftop, clearing the eaves with barely an effort. He came down on his side and rolled to his knees, hand on his katana, ready to draw. He scanned the shadows of the rooftop, searching for a target. Finding none, he sprinted lightly across the roof to the far alley and jumped it, landing nimbly atop the neighboring building.
 
   Retzu made his way towards the Archive, skipping cluttered alleys and skimming the wooden, tiled, and sun-baked clay rooftops of Bastion, his eyes searching the darkness as he ran. Reaching one rooftop in particular, he paused and cast a glance across the avenue to the set of buildings that he’d seen Keth and Reit push toward. He found the alley just in time to catch a glimpse of his brother ducking into the trap door.
 
   Retzu cursed as he saw a man stumble into the alley, and his hand went reflexively to the stars that he had in a pouch on his belt. The stars were silent and efficient. He had no doubt that they would kill even from so far away, but it would attract attention that they really didn’t need at the moment. There would be plenty of dead in the morning for the emeralds to sort through, and dispose of, but a shol’tuk star would surely raise a few eyebrows. Thankfully, it never came to that. Before Retzu could act, the Festival-goer tripped on a box and fell flat on his face, lifeless. Just a drunk, he thought as he let his hand drop with a sigh. He waited a moment longer, then continued on his way, remaining on each rooftop only long enough to reach the next.
 
   He worried about his brother, and Reit’s role in the plan. He’d argued that it was too dangerous, that they should send someone else, but Reit had been steadfast. It was Reit who had made contact with the Archivists, who convinced them that his Cause was just. It was Reit they knew, Reit they trusted.
 
   “Thirty minutes older than me, and he thinks he knows everything,” the assassin grumbled, not for the first time. At least the goat-kissing minta’hk had agreed to take Keth with him. An adept mage and a budding shol’tuk adherent, the boy would be more than sufficient to protect Retzu’s twin—protect el’Yatza, he amended—from anything short of a troop of granite guards.
 
   Angling to the southeast, he launched himself over one of the broader avenues. His magical boots held him suspended in the air just long enough to clear the street, then dropped him heavily on top of a bakery. His soft-shod feet slapped painfully on the clay roof, and he somersaulted into a ready squat. Glancing around first to make sure he was alone, he fell to his rump and threw off his boots, massaging his soles vigorously and praying for the pain to subside.
 
   He looked over at the chimney. There was no smoke, which meant no fire. And that probably meant that the baker was out enjoying the festival. More power to him, Retzu thought. The impact had not really been that loud enough to be heard form the street, but he took no chances. Loathe to waste a second, he donned his boots again and reactivated the magic. He stood quickly and made for the next roof, doing his best to ignore his complaining feet.
 
   It was full dark by the time he reached the house he wanted. It was a wooden house, with a clay shingled roof, about five blocks east of the Archives. Smoke billowed up from the chimney, evidence that the owner of the house had lived up to his end of the deal. Perfect.
 
   Retzu jumped the final alleyway, careful not to dislodge any shingles. He scurried up the gentle slant to the roof’s apex, then glanced around once more. The streets were all but deserted here, abandoned in favor of the activity in the city parks or the wharves. So much the better. Satisfied that he’d gone unobserved, he straightened and reached into his belt pouch, producing a fist-sized linen bag.
 
   “All this trouble, just to drop a sack of dirt down a dusty chimney,” he snorted, chuckling at the seeming irony. But he was far from stupid. He didn’t have a clue what the mixture in the bag was, or how it was supposed to cause a distraction—the Archivists had said nothing regarding the formula, except to offer an explicit warning to not experiment with it—but whatever it was, Reit’s escape hinged on it.
 
   It galled him that he only knew his part of the plan. Sure, he saw the wisdom in having no one man but Reit himself know the entirety of the operation, but it irked him nonetheless. He liked to know why he was doing what he was doing, especially when the task seemed as asinine as this. But all the assassin really knew was that he was supposed to drop the bag down the flue and run. Fast. Whatever it was in the bag, it definitely wasn’t dirt.
 
   Sighing, he tossed the bag up in the air and caught it, then hunkered down next to the chimney and waited, his eyes trained on the harbor.
 
   ***
 
   Reit and Keth made their way slowly through the dark tunnel that had been burrowed from the alleyway to the cellars of the Archive. The way was long and cramped and apparently pitch-black with a low ceiling, so Reit was relieved to finally make out a dim light in the distance. None of that mattered much to Keth. He couldn’t see the light. Even if he’d had a water source readily at hand, he could not clear his primary sight. Reit had given him explicit instructions not to wield, for fear that the resulting aura would attract the wrong kind of attention. He couldn’t argue that point with him, but he didn’t have to like it.
 
   Besides, he felt perfectly at home within the bowels of the earth. And thanks to his granite sight, he’d seen the end of the tunnel as soon as they’d entered. But he was too busy studying the materials in the walls to worry about when they’d reach the end. It was fascinating! The tunnel had to have been made magically. The cut was too perfect, the dimensions too precise to be otherwise. The walls were smooth to the point of being glassy. He could see no imperfections whatsoever in the tunnel wall... wait a minute. There was one break in the tunnel. He could see the jagged edges of some sort of spell showing through the walls. That must have been where the mages had dispelled a ward in order to continue down the passage. Interesting. But even more interesting were the patterns within the walls themselves. The minerals seemed to run together, merging, mutating, almost as if—
 
   “Remember,” Reit admonished, breaking Keth’s line of thought. “No magic. It’s likely those few granites that stayed behind in the Spire would detect it. And with most of the others gone, they might get curious as to whom the odd granite signature coming from the city could belong to.”
 
   Keth nodded shortly, as he had a hundred times before. How could he forget? They’d drilled him often enough that he could recite the warning in his sleep. He understood that Reit was just being cautious, but after so many similar warnings, Keth probably couldn’t have thought straight enough to wield right then if he had to.
 
   But, oh, how he wanted to! The restraint absolutely galled him. Only fifteen weeks and a Festival had gone by—not even two months!—and already he’d gained a mastery over his gifts that he’d have never thought possible. He was acquiring new skills almost daily, and those he’d already picked up, he honed to katana-sharp perfection. So much effort. So much time. So much power! And he was forced to rein it in, just when it could be of the most use. How utterly pointless!
 
   He could feel his temper boiling hotter and hotter, the more he thought about it. His head started to throb. He could feel his pulse hammering behind his eyes. Retzu had called his temper his “chief stumbling block on the road to true power,” and he could easily see why. He could barely see straight when he got mad. Even now, knowing full well what was happening to him, it was still difficult to focus, which just served to make him hotter.
 
   He grit his teeth and breathed in a deep cleansing breath, running through his hilts as if by rote. Focus on the goal, he told himself in the space between hilts. Shut all else out. He let his breath out slowly, deliberately, and with it, the tension and disappointment. This is the most logical course of action, he reminded himself, his hilts repeating in the back of his mind. Magic is power, but only when used with wisdom. You’re no good to the Cause—Reit, Retzu, Sal, nobody—in prison, or in the grave. He thought these things purposefully, methodically. Soon, he began to believe them. His temper cooled, and his temples stopped pounding. Finally the last of the tension left him, and all that was left was resolve.
 
   Keth saw an orange-yellow figure move into the doorway, peering blindly into the darkness toward him. “We got company,” the granite whispered.
 
   “Who goes there?” called an elderly voice softly.
 
   “ el’Yatza,” Reit answered. “I’ve brought a friend, I hope you don’t mind.” The Archivist obviously did mind, for he backed away from the tunnel mouth, suddenly unsure of himself. “Protection,” Reit clarified. “Against unforeseen circumstances.”
 
   The Archivist relaxed visibly, though not by much. He tensed again when the pair breasted the tunnel and came full into the cellar—and apparently, the torchlight.
 
   “A granite!” the old man hissed, half in contempt, half in terror.
 
   “Learned,” Reit pled anxiously. “Learned, this is Keth. He’s the granite that was found on the farm southwest of Scholar’s Ford.”
 
   “The Ford?” the old man asked vaguely, as if consulting some inner voice. “Ah yes, the Ford! The one who struck down his recru—oh dear me, I’m so terribly sorry, my boy. Please forgive my thoughtlessness. I meant no offense. It’s just that I have such limited contact with outsiders, and when they do come to the Archives, they’re only interested in those things in my keeping, you see!” He chuckled pitifully in embarrassment.
 
   Keth had dropped his eyes to the floor at the mention of his crime, but he looked up at the apology, accepting it meekly. He’d long since forgiven himself for the things he had done, but it still pained him to hear them mentioned. All of which was completely lost on the Archivist, who continued to sputter his remorse.
 
   The old man was small and thin, but what muscles he had were dense. He wore only a linen wrap, wound about his torso to cover him like a robe. One end of the wrap hung loosely over his left shoulder. His head was bald and pockmarked with tiny cuts and scars, evidencing many years of having shaved his head. His nose had the sloping, rounded bridge that was the hallmark of the Ysrean race.
 
   And he was bowing profusely.
 
   “Alright, alright, I think he gets the point,” Reit finally said, straightening the old man. “We don’t have much time, remember?”
 
   “Yes, of course. The scrolls. They are packed and ready. Err, you do have a plan for getting them out of the city, don’t you?”
 
   “Well, hopefully, Keth and I can just sneak out in the chaos. But we do have an alternative plan in motion, just in case.”
 
   Chaos? What did Reit have in mind?
 
   “Excellent! Because if you had no alternative routes out of the city, the Learned brothers and I had compiled a list of escape routes, each logged and labeled in order of distance from—”
 
   “We need to get started, Learned,” Reit prompted gently.
 
   “Yes, quite right,” the old man said. “The packs are stacked in the northern library, just up the stairs and through the kitchen.” He turned, indicating a set of rickety steps that led up out of the cellar.
 
   Keth, started forward, but Reit restrained him. The granite gave Reit a puzzled look.
 
   “The guards,” Reit explained. “With the constabulary on holiday, the Earthen Rank are guarding the city. That means amethysts, who can see through all but the most dense materials.” He indicated the wall with a nod.
 
   Curious, Keth inspected the walls. He noticed the minerals right off, the same as were in the walls of the tunnel. Only here, it was much more concentrated. And again, they ran together, creating simple alloys.
 
   Alloys?
 
   “Lead,” he stated in revelation. “The walls are laced with molten lead, which would make it proof against amethyst sight.”
 
   “Yes,” the old man affirmed proudly. “It was Learned Yakov’s idea, actually. The soil here is rich with lead, so when some—umm, we’ll call them ‘valued friends’—constructed the tunnel for us, they extracted the mineral as they went. It slowed their progress dramatically, took them over a month to complete the passage. But when our ‘friends’ smelted the lead into the cellar walls, proofing them against unwelcome observers, we decided that the end result was well worth the delay.”
 
   “So, why not just store the scrolls down here?” Keth asked, his practical nature getting the better of him.
 
   “Because we could not afford to draw attention to this room. The constabulary regularly employs amethyst mages, for obvious reasons. Should one of them have spotted us disappearing into a hidden room with an armful of scrolls...”
 
   Keth nodded, conceding to the wisdom of the Archivist. Still, he wasn’t satisfied. “So then, what do we do now?”
 
   ***
 
   Nestor tromped through the underbrush, pushing steadily toward the opalescent aura along the overgrown game trail. The path he cut ran almost parallel to the river, and he’d thought more than once to veer off the trail and follow the shoreline directly, but if what lay ahead was indeed man-made, then it was only sensible to find out what exactly he was dealing with before he pressed into the open.
 
   “Should I scout the area ahead?” Jaeda half-whispered behind him.
 
   “No. There’s no telling if there are any defenses in place, or what type. They may be triggered by magical aura.”
 
   “You don’t even know what’s there,” she protested, but obediently kept a rein on her magic.
 
   “I should probably be thankful for the shackle,” he said after a time. “If not for this cursed thing, I would never be here.”
 
   “No, you’d be safe in the arms of the Highest,” Jaeda said, not bothering to hide the sarcasm. Still, there was a note of probing in her voice, as if she hadn’t completely given up hope that she could turn him from the Highest to follow this el’Yatza, this “hand of the Crafter”.
 
   “You’re right, of course,” he replied with barely a pause. But there had been a pause. As much as he’d considered over the past few weeks since his capture, as often as he’d prayed, he was still no closer to finding peace within himself concerning the Highest.
 
   Was he indeed the Vicar of the Crafter? If so, why would the Crafter allow His Vicar—His very representative—to be flawed? More than once, Nestor had seen the Highest’s imperfection. Uncertainty. Errors in judgment Anger, as if he hadn’t expected a particular outcome. Surprise.
 
   That one was the clincher, the one that “flooded the deh’lt,” as his dear Bralla would have said. There was another flaw in the Highest. When Bralla had passed into the next life, the Vicar of the Crafter had offered no words of hope, no encouragement, so sign that his servant’s pain had touched him in the slightest. Wouldn’t messac’el—the Heart of the Crafter, the Chosen One—have done at least that? And if the Heart, why not the Crafter’s Vicar as well?
 
   That thought, among others, drove him into Aeden’s Lost Garden. Thoughts of finding transport back to Veylin were furthest from his mind, regardless of what he’d told Jaeda. “I would never have dreamed of finding my way into the heart of the Garden,” he continued. “The traditions concerning this forest are particularly thick in my family. Tales of dragons, of rogue mages, even of vi’zrith, the watermen, living in the lake here—the traditions mark this forest as cursed. Such a thing as we’re doing now would have been unthinkable for me even a few short weeks ago. And yet, here I am, bereft of my magic and completely defenseless, save of course for my beautiful companion,”—this with a friendly nod toward Jaeda—”and my own wits. Truly, this is a quest born of the Crafter Himself, to find the ancient camp of the Highest...”
 
   Whatever else he might have said was lost to him as he entered the clearing at the end of the game trail. The clearing wasn’t very large, barely fifty paces in any direction, but it offered a brief respite from the endless forest. The grasses grew tall in the rough semicircle, and the game trail turned to the east, cutting a short, straight path down to the river.
 
   The flowing red-patterned water had widened since they first started along the trail, more than doubling the distance between the shores. The far shore grew more distant still, the further north Nestor looked. Just beyond the edge of the clearing, the river exploded into a rather large lake. And at the center of the lake...
 
   “Blessed Crafter,” both he and Jaeda breathed in unison, staring in awe at the squat pyramid of stone, the shattered peak of its black edifice poking up through the water like a ruined tombstone. And though they were still too far away to say for certain, Nestor could almost swear that the pyramid was made of sapphire. 
 
   ***
 
   Sal barked at his subordinates, ordering them to stay sharp. They instantly snapped to attention, though not without a twinkle of suppressed mirth in their eyes. A sharp look from Sal smothered even that. He had to admit that he felt a little like laughing himself, amused at the act they had to maintain. But there was too much at stake. Tonight of all nights, they had to be ready for anything.
 
   He turned his back to the magically sealed main doors, and glowered over the courtyard, seeking out passersby who might have an unhealthy curiosity about the Archives. And his look assured them, one and all, that a one-eyed mage could indeed see everything.
 
   ***
 
   Yakov motioned the two rebels to stay put, and walked over to a nearby furnace. The fire flickered low in the glass window, putting off just enough heat to take the edge off the not-too-warm autumn night.
 
   But the old man was not interested in the fire. Picking up a small coal shovel, he tapped the heating duct above the furnace. The tap resounded loudly, the vibrations moving up the duct and out along its branches.
 
   It traveled past the cellar door and into the kitchen, where one startled Archivist accidentally added too much cinnamon to the evening repast.
 
   It traveled out into the main body of the library, where it passed one Learned brother who was reorganizing the Herbal Remedies section. The robed man pointedly ignored a certain bundle of scrolls that lay at his feet.
 
   The rap traveled through the duct work, reaching two Archivists on the first floor landing where they were discussing the importance of the soybean in Post-Rending agriculture. As the tap reached them, their conversation fell flat, empirical evidence on both sides completely forgotten.
 
   The sound continued on, echoing up to the second floor, past the bathing room, where one old scholar dropped his soap, squirting from his suddenly nerveless fingers.
 
   Finally, the tap reached the room of Learned Stella. She leapt in her chair at the sound, dropping to the floor the book she’d been reading. Her pulse quickened, her breath came short.
 
   She argued with herself anxiously for a moment. Perhaps I was mistaken? Perhaps I heard only my own nervousness. Perhaps someone stumbled into—
 
   The tap came a second time, then a third, firmly debunking her dread-filled musings. There was no mistake, no accident.
 
   It was time.
 
   ***
 
   Sal strode around the courtyard, taking in the grounds, the metal picket fence, and the festival celebrants beyond. He tried to look menacing, but after almost eighteen hours of patrolling the city streets, he was afraid he looked more bored than anything else.
 
   He turned his head to stifle a yawn, and noticed something odd. As usual, the windows of the Archives were dim or completely dark, the inhabitants all moving and working deep within the building’s vast libraries. All windows were dark, that is, except for one. On the second floor, someone had placed a lamp in the window. He could see a woman there, reading by its light. As he watched, the woman bent to place a second lamp in the window, then settled back to continue reading.
 
   By itself, it didn’t seem all that odd. Barely noteworthy, and yet he stood there, staring at the Archivist. An unsettled, anxious feeling spread through him, from his churning gut to his suddenly sweaty palms, though he had no idea why he should feel that way. There was just something about the light that niggled the back of Sal’s mind. Something familiar...
 
   ***
 
   Nestor rushed headlong down the hill to the shoreline, no longer caring whether or not he would be spotted by some ancient defender. A mountain of sapphire! A pyramid!
 
   As he drew closer to the river, he realized that he’d been mistaken. The mountain wasn’t a true pyramid, as it had only three sides, not four. No matter. It was man-made. He was close, so close!
 
   “Look at how the tip has been shattered,” Jaeda breathed. “It’s as if the structure exploded, leaving only the base. What could have done that?” Nestor had no answer, was barely conscious of her speaking to him at all. He was close! The Highest’s camp must be within his grasp!
 
   He stumbled along the river’s edge, heedlessly splashing in and out of the water. None of it mattered. He was here! The answers to his questions, the answers that would finally bring him peace, were just beyond the treeline to the north, within the—
 
   Nestor stopped dead in his tracks, his breath catching in his chest as his view panned past the sapphire mountain. In a detached sort of way, he realized that he was goggling, and that Jaeda would likely see the shock and awe as some sort of weakness unbecoming the man who had once been her Chief General, but he didn’t care.
 
   It no longer mattered. None of it mattered. He never could have imagined how small and insignificant he would one day find himself, as he found himself now, staring out across the vast expanse of valley on the far side of the lake. Five pyramids—not just the one, but five—surrounded the valley like a ring of sentries, each constructed from a different soulgem. Most were broken like the sapphire pyramid they’d found in the midst of the lake, though one—a granite structure, judging by the aura it gave off—still appeared whole.
 
   But all this had been afterthought, for he stood in awe not of the monolithic gemstone sentries, nor even of the strange flying creatures that he could barely make out at this distance, hovering in the open air between the peaks. Rather, his attention was riveted to the massive black structure in the center, enshrouded by the opalescent aura that they’d been seeing for miles. Even at this distance, Nestor could see the distinct patterns of a diamond.
 
   “Quite a sight, isn’t it?” rumbled a soft, oddly-slurring baritone from somewhere over Nestor’s shoulder. So awe-struck was he that he didn’t immediately react. When it finally registered that the voice most definitely did not belong to Jaeda, he slowly turned his head to find the source of the voice.
 
   “We’ve been waiting for you, Nestor,” breathed the great blue reptile before him, its leathery wings silently churning the air, and one foreleg cradling an unconscious Jaeda. “You took your time getting here, didn’t you?”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 29
 
   The twin flames bobbed gently in the telescope as the ship rocked back and forth. In Jaren’s green-tinged sight, the lamps in the Archive windows were difficult to distinguish from all the other lamps and torches in the city. But they were there.
 
   “It’s time,” he said aloud. “Are we ready?”
 
   “Yes,” answered Menkal. “We’ve just received word that our forces just north of the city walls are in place, ready to assist if things turn sour.”
 
   “And Marissa’s sure that thing is going to work?” the emerald asked, indicating the wand that swung from Menkal’s belt. “If it doesn’t, we’ll just be another fireworks display in the night’s sky.”
 
   “Senosh spent half a day going over the runes with her,” the sapphire shrugged. “If it don’t happen...”
 
   Jaren sighed. “Well, we’ll find out soon enough.”
 
   He had to admit, the wand was a dazzling specimen, possibly the artisan’s finest work. The rod itself was silver, about a foot long, with three dragon statuettes winding their way up the shaft from the grip. Each mythical beast had gemstone eyes upturned—emerald, amethyst, and sapphire. Their bodies and tails, exquisitely crafted to the finest detail, spiraled down the rod almost to the grip. At the other end, the statuettes were attached to the rod with one claw, while the other claw reached upward, the three of them coming together to form the setting for an enormous ruby. Intricate runes covered the rod in places where the dragon bodies left it bare.
 
   It was a stunning artifact, much too beautiful for its simple purpose. But Jaren understood. With Sal gone, Marissa had needed something to take up her time, her attention. She needed the wand almost as much as Reit did.
 
   Unhooking the wand from his belt, Menkal pointed it out over the harbor and caressed the activation runes. At his touch, the gems flared to magical life. Green, blue, and violet fire danced in the eyes of the dragons, their fire building and lending flame to the ruby. The stone shook with growing power, then finally erupted. A ball of magical flame shot from the ruby with such force that the wand recoiled. The fireball streaked across the sky in a high arc, a fiery gout trailing behind like the tail of a comet.
 
   Higher and higher it shot until, at the arc’s apex, the fireball exploded. The starburst threw red streamers out over the harbor. As they fell, the tendrils shifted color, first to green, then to blue, then violet. Cheers filled the city streets so that even Jaren and Menkal could hear them out in the harbor.
 
   “It’s showtime,” Menkal breathed, borrowing a slang phrase he’d once heard from that strange young mage with the single gemstone eye.
 
   ***
 
   From Retzu’s vantage point, he couldn’t see the west-facing front entrance of the Archives, but he could see the explosion clearly. The light from the starburst reached him a full second before the sound. Even as the tendrils spread, he picked out the fading streak that led from the epicenter to the ship bobbing below it.
 
   “Impressive signal, girlie,” he commended.
 
   Standing, he scanned the area around him for the quickest, most secluded route from his perch. He spied an alley on the other side of an adjacent street. As far as he could tell, the alley ran clear down to the wharves. Perfect.
 
   Checking first to make sure the fire still sparked in the hearth below him, he dropped the package down the chute. Turning, he leapt over the street and dropped to the alley below. He had barely touched ground when the blast from the package reached him, throwing him bodily into a very unforgiving wall. He saw star bursts again as darkness slipped over him.
 
   ***
 
   Sal stared at the woman, quietly reading by the light of two lamps. It was completely insane, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d seen this all before, or read about it, or something. It was like a faded memory from his childhood, not necessarily something important, but something he should have recognized immediately. Something from his school days, he thought. One if by land...
 
   Brilliant light scattered his thoughts as the fireball exploded, followed shortly by the clap of its report. The explosion flung streamers out across the sky, which turned colors as they arced toward the earth. Sal’s men were captivated by the display—and rightly so; it was beautiful—but it only served to heighten Sal’s suspicions. For hidden amongst the streamers was a fiery tail which led down to a solitary ship, rocking gently in the twilit harbor.
 
   Ship...
 
   Lamp...
 
   One if by land...
 
   “Two if by sea!” he gasped as the old memory bubbled to the surface. The lamps in the window... It was a signal, just as surely as the one that sent Paul Revere on his historic ride, shouting out a warning of the British attack and calling the minutemen to arms. In a city lit up with Festival lights, no one would notice two more lamps in a window sill. No one, that is, except someone who was looking for them.
 
   Reit was on the move.
 
   Sal threw his single eye about, scanning frantically for a familiar face. Momentarily forgetting himself, he grasped the amethyst magic, allowing its magical currents to energize him. His vision shifted from green to violet, and he took up his secondary sight.
 
   The bustling celebrants sloughed off their flesh in his sight, taking on the violet-lined look of living x-rays. But all the skeletons were looking to the sky, staring in awe at the fireworks display. No one seemed to be sneaking around, trying to move through the crowd unnoticed. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary—
 
   A blast from a couple of blocks south knocked him off his feet, and sent him sprawling onto the green expanse of the courtyard. A column of flame shot toward the heavens, its top spreading out and back into itself like a giant mushroom as flame cooled into smoke. The shockwaves from the blast sent shards of clay and wood flying for blocks. Sal threw up an arm to shield himself from the falling debris.
 
   He staggered to his feet, searching the pandemonium that had taken the crowd out in the streets. They were panicked, yes, but that was to be expected. He wasn’t interested in the chaotic ebb and flow of the Festival-goers. Reit’s men would be as cool as a cucumber. Seeing nothing of interest in the crowd, he turned his violet sight upon the Archives—and froze there.
 
   ***
 
   The blast rocked the cellar, toppling wine racks and pantry shelves. Reit and Keth tumbled to the ground in a heap. The Archivist, who’d known something of what to expect, held tightly to the wooden banister, just barely keeping his footing.
 
   “Effective distraction,” Keth growled. Helping Reit to his feet, he shot an accusing glare at the bald scholar before heading up the stairs.
 
   “What?” the old man asked defensively as he followed. “Did I do something wrong?”
 
   ***
 
   The commander of the Granite Spire, Uri Ghert, skimmed the field reports before him. Foil-laced ink scrawled across the parchment’s surface, forming words that stood out more clearly in the granite’s sight than normal ink would. In concept, it was a marvel of granite ingenuity, creating a method of writing that any granite with an education can appreciate. In reality, it was an irritation. To squander such a gift on inventory lists, official decrees on the disposal of urban wastes, the current status of his forces...
 
   “‘Forces’, indeed,” Ghert muttered irritably, slamming the page down on the desk as he reached for his wine goblet. “Seven mages all together—including myself—and they call our pitiful party ‘forces’.”
 
   As he took a pull from the chalice, he felt obliged to admit—if only to himself—that he wasn’t upset by the low number of centurions-to-be left available to him. How could he be? Even without having completed the training regimen, the centurion cadets were still functional. Six granite cadets, even half trained as they were, were more than enough to repel a small army if necessary. In fact, he preferred such a low number of subordinates. Fewer barroom brawls to explain to his superiors. Fewer hard-headed youths to break down and remold. Fewer problems in total. What did stick in his craw was the fact that after forty-five years of service to the Highest, he was still forced to babysit the rawest cadets during the Harvest Festival, while the rest of his charges were rewarded for their hard labor. Not that his granite eyes could truly appreciate all that the Festival had to offer...
 
   He had just turned his attention to the warehousing report—”Fancy that, lost three sacks of grain to weevils this month”—when one of said cadets burst into the room. “Commander Ghert, there’s something happening in the city!” the student said breathlessly.
 
   “Of course there is. It’s called a ‘Festival’,” he replied without looking up from the report.
 
   “No, sir. I mean, something bad, sir.”
 
   Ghert looked up from his page and studied the student casually. The lad’s right leg was cramped with the stress of running up the seven flights of stairs that led to the commander’s study—either he lacked confidence in his ability to travel in a melted state, or in agitation he’d simply forgot he could—and his lungs heaved with exertion. Or was it excitement? The boy hopped from one foot to the other, as anxious as a stripling looking to a tavern wench for his first roll. Most granites were more reserved at this point in their training, either through discipline or depression. “Explain,” the commander grunted impatiently.
 
   “Sir, Hicks and I were joined with the ground, monitoring the surrounding lands,” the student said. “We figured if we couldn’t actually go to the Festival, we could sort of spy on it, so we were—”
 
   “The point, cadet!” he barked.
 
   “Sir, we felt a very large disturbance in Bastion, near the Archives. An explosion. It destroyed at least one house, and damaged many others nearby.”
 
   “Adequate assessment,” Ghert commented shortly, “but none of our concern. It was probably an errant pyrotechnics display, or a spell gone awry. That’s the city’s problem, not ours.” He returned his gaze to the report, summarily dismissing the student.
 
   “But, Commander,” the boy persisted. “Just after the explosion, we felt the presence of a granite.”
 
   That got the commander’s attention. “What?!? In the city?”
 
   “In the Archives, sir. The explosion must have knocked him down, for all we felt was his aura. He was holding no magic, sir.”
 
   Ghert fell silent, thoughtful. He and the students were the only granites left on Ysre. All the others had been called away to Veylin for the Harvest celebration in the Palace of the Highest. None would dare shirk that honor, that command. That meant a renegade.
 
   “Scholar’s Ford,” he muttered. The lad who’d killed a Bearer of the Tiled Hand, then escaped with the rebels. But rumor had it that he was killed in the doomed attack on Caravan. That was only a rumor, however...
 
   “Take the others—not Liem; he’s too new yet—and go out to Bastion. Bring the granite to me, alive if possible. He should be relatively helpless, given that he could not have had access to formal training, but use caution all the same.”
 
   The student bowed his acknowledgment and left, sweeping the door closed behind him.
 
   Commander Ghert slipped off one of his supple leather boots and pressed his bare foot to the floor, melting into it. His awareness expanded as he became one with the stone. He leaned back in his chair and allowed himself a rare smile as moments later he felt the five granite auras trundle—albeit at breakneck speeds for them—toward Bastion. It seemed that his invitation to next year’s Harvest gala was all but assured.
 
   ***
 
   Sal froze in place when he saw the skeletal forms running through the kitchen of the Archives, laden with packs. The violet apparitions turned a corner in the building, and started down a flight of stairs—and disappeared into nothingness! Sal scanned the courtyard surrounding the Archives, searching the ground frantically for the fleeing forms. But try as he might, he could find no evidence that he’d ever seen the forms to begin with. He trotted toward the courtyard gate that opened to the west, hoping to get a more complete view of the grounds.
 
   “Sal, what do you—”
 
   The ruby had come running up behind Sal from where he and the others were standing, watching the skyline above the blaze a few streets to the south. The young Valenese mage choked on his words as Sal fixed him in his violet gaze.
 
   The ruby swallowed hard, and quickly regained composure. “Sorry. Seeing you do that a few times doesn’t exactly make it normal. So, what do—”
 
   “Nothing, Frasyr,” Sal ordered. “Do absolutely nothing. I need you to remain at your post. Tribean’s covering the Commons. He can take care of the fire.” He scanned the ground again. His eye swept westward from the kitchen, leaving the building and going out across the courtyard...
 
   There! Midway across the courtyard, he caught sight of two faint violet forms, just barely tickling the edge of his visual spectrum. “You’re in charge until I get back,” he ordered as he gave chase to the purple forms, dashing across the courtyard and into the crowd of violet skeletons that was gathering in the avenue fronting the Archives. He was sure that Frasyr was watching him in bewilderment, just as curious as the Festival-goers filling the streets for blocks around the fire, but he didn’t have time for lengthy explanations. He was going to have a difficult enough time following the pair of subterranean auras through a city filled with violet without having to worry about whether or not his charges can follow simple instructions. All he could do is give the command, and pray that it is followed.
 
   ***
 
   “All I’m saying is that he could have warned us,” Keth maintained. He poked his head up out of the tunnel, scanning the alley for unwelcome eyes. Thankfully, the town still seemed completely taken in by the “distraction” that the Learned Yakov had devised.
 
   “And all I’m saying is that they only knew it would explode,” said Reit, coming to the old man’s defense. “There’s no way he could’ve known that it would take half of Ysre with it.”
 
   Keth muttered something noncommittal—not wanting to further counter his sovereign lord’s opinion, but definitely not agreeing—and placed his hands on either side of the hole, hoisting himself out. Reit handed both packs up, bulging with their purloined contents, then climbed up behind. They replaced the seemingly rotten boards over the hole, then, shouldering the packs, walked off into the mass of humanity as if they’d been there the whole time.
 
   “I would have preferred you let me seal the hole,” Keth grumbled before he could stop himself, feeling his cheeks grow hot as he yet again rebelled against Reit’s unassailable authority.
 
   “The Learned will take care of all that,” Reit assured him, ignoring the barb. “We’ve got people on the inside, remember?”
 
   Keth almost nodded, but stopped himself in half-hearted defiance. Not like Reit would notice anyway.
 
   “Keth?”
 
   Fool’s fortune. He noticed. “Yes, Lo... umm, yes, Reit?”
 
   The other looked askance at the granite, the wry grin playing across his face apparent even in Keth’s magical sight. “I told you not to step so lightly around me, you know.”
 
   “I know, el’Yatza, but I swore—”
 
   “To the Abyss with your oath!” he hissed, cutting Keth off sharply. “I’ve no use for fealty if it holds my people back from speaking their mind!” Muttering an oath of his own, he cast his eyes about, wary of any uninvited guests to their conversation. Seeing none, he lowered his voice to a near whisper. “Keth, I ask people to join my Cause only if they find me to be a worthy leader, obeying me because they think I know what in the Abyss I’m doing and not because they’ve foresworn their own will for some flaming oath! If your oath of fealty means that you swear away your freedom to think for yourself, then I reject your oath, and you for giving it. Are we clear?”
 
   Keth half expected Reit to stalk off in anger, not waiting for his answer. That would have been easier. Instead, the rebel leader stood there in the middle of the street, forcing the panicked once-celebrants to flow past the two as an island in a river. Fleshy red-orange eyes fixed his granite orbs, hard as steel for all that they were soft in his magical sight. “We’re clear, el’Yatza,” he muttered as meekly as he could manage, angered and more than a little humiliated by his lord’s quiet outburst.
 
   “I’m not sure I believe you, Keth,” Reit spat, eyes seeming to grow harder, if that were possible. “Again I ask. Are we clear!”
 
   “We are, Reit,” the granite growled, his teeth baring of their own accord. If Reit wanted free-thinking, that’s what he was going to get! “And for the record, I think it was a stupid mistake to leave the tunnel intact.”
 
   Reit’s features softened as the tension left his muscles. “But that was my mistake to make,” he replied, a crooked smile breaking over his newly relaxed demeanor. “After all, you never know when we might need that access tunnel again, either to get back into the Archives, or to get the Archivists out. Now, shall we continue?”
 
   This time Reit did turn and walk away, leaving a stunned Keth standing in the wake. What had just happened here? Had Reit rejected his oath of fealty? No, he didn’t think so. But if not, why was he so pleased when Keth let his anger get the best of him? As Reit disappeared around a particularly rotund partier, Keth shook his head and followed, pushing his way through a rapidly closing crowd.
 
   When he caught up to Reit, the rebel leader didn’t even seem to notice that they’d become separated. He was too busy trying to weave his own way through the sweaty, fear-soaked, lurching press of ale smelling bodies. Of all the rotten times to pick a fight with the Highest, they would have to do it in the midst of the “biggest kegger of the year”, as Sal would’ve put it.
 
   The granite felt his anger stirring again, and killed that line of thought before it soured his mood further. He reminded himself, forcibly, that Reit was right. He did know what he was doing, a whole lot better than Keth did. He’d been planning this whole thing for months, if not years. And here they were, loaded down with the knowledge of ages past and just a few blocks from the harbor, almost home free. Everything had gone perfectly. So why did he feel uneasy? Even as his anger cooled, it was replaced by something else. It was very vague at first, little more than a feeling of being unsettled, but growing stronger.
 
   He followed Reit dumbly, his eyes focused more inward that out. Something was definitely wrong, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. It was the strangest feeling. It was as if there was someone there, on the very edge of his consciousness, watching him. Closing in on him. That’s when he noticed the faint buzzing in his head.
 
   He’d long since tuned out the many magical auras of Bastion. Emerald, sapphire, ruby, and amethyst auras all sat patiently on the fringes of his awareness, awaiting his attention. He even thought he felt Sal’s wispy presence, as faint as the scent of a flower in a midden heap. But that wasn’t the presence that drew his attention. Strange as it seemed, it was like looking into a mirror. Somewhere out there, he felt himself—
 
   The buzzing in his head erupted momentarily as he bumped shoulders with someone bustling the other way. A ruby aura filled his senses briefly, then quickly died as the contact was broken. By reflex, Keth turned to apologize for his carelessness. The ruby was dressed as any other citizen enjoying the Festival, his leather armors doffed in favor of more comfortable linens. But the segmented fist was plainly visible on his forehead, the tattoo dyes standing out clearly amongst the natural flesh. That same tattoo stood out on the foreheads of more than a dozen or so other celebrants nearby, who were thus far completely oblivious to what was brewing between Keth and the ruby. Keth instantly realized his mistake, but it was already too late. By the time he’d recognized the mage for a Rank officer, the ruby had recognized him as well.
 
   The ruby, just as stunned as Keth was, froze in his tracks. Keth could almost see the ruby’s mind stall out, but before he could take advantage of it, the moment ended and the soldier came alive.
 
   “Renegade!” cried the ruby, the shout breaking high above the din of the crowd, and drawing the dread attention of his comrades.
 
   Keth’s response was instant, and time seemed to slow to a crawl as he took action. He dropped to one knee, wielding as he fell. He felt the granite magic flood his conduits, flowing into his soul then back out again. He enveloped Reit in a field of pure granite magic, solidified it, hopefully protecting him from any spells that might happen his way. Keth snatched a handful of dust and gravel, and spun back up onto his feet. He flung both hands out as he came up.
 
   Reaching out behind him, he felt his aura touch the field surrounding Reit. He locked onto it and pushed—hard. He wasn’t certain how far Reit flew, or how many celebrants were plowed under in the process, but the field quickly reached the boundary of Keth’s magical influence and dissipated. Keth’s real attentions were focused elsewhere, however.
 
   With his left arm behind him locked onto Reit, Keth swung his right arm around in front, releasing the gravel and his magics simultaneously. The dirt took shape as it flew, tightening from a cloud of debris into a swarm of long, metallic needles.
 
   Howls of pain and anger filled the air as the missiles found their targets. Some of the soldiers fell writhing to the ground, pin-cushioned by the projectiles. Others, pierced through the heart or the brain, fell over dead. Those few that remained—the ruby included; he’d been able to melt his dart before it struck him, causing only minor burns where the molten metal splashed him—those few Rank soldiers retaliated viciously.
 
   Gouts of flame and lightning slammed into Keth repeatedly, knocking him back several steps with the sheer ferocity of the attack. The mana flooding his conduits offered some protection from the magical assault, but he was still taking a beating. He had to get out of there, and fast. He gathered his pack of scrolls closely to him. Then, turning his magic inward, he wielded, melting into the street with a ripple. Above him, the battle raged a moment longer, a terrified populace providing its final casualties.
 
   Keth’s senses expanded as he entered the earth. There, beneath the city, he could clearly feel Sal’s aura, tainted with amethyst magic. Odd. Keth had never noticed it before, but that taint had a borrowed feel to it. An incomplete feel.
 
   He also felt Reit—or rather, he felt the residue of his own magics clinging to Reit like a wet tunic. More, Reit was on the move. Apparently, his little flying lesson hadn’t done any permanent damage.
 
   He breathed a sigh of relief—as much a sigh as he could breath, being one with the ground. But that relief was short-lived. Several miles to the south, he felt his mirror images again, and this time recognized them for what they were. Granites. Five of them, and headed his way.
 
   Determined not to hesitate again, he spurred himself into action. Here in the bowels of the earth, he could feel magical auras so much clearer, to the extent of being able to pinpoint them with startling accuracy. He used this ability now to guide him to Reit. He found his friend was perhaps seventy five yards west of him, and weaving his way northward, probably through the crowds on the Northgate Road. Keth launched himself in that direction, homing in on his own magical signature.
 
   Crowded streets, packed to the gills with mages and mundanes alike, zipped by overhead as Keth arrowed for his target. It was a challenge to stay focused, passing through wine storage and cold cellars as he sped forward. He became one with so many materials in such a short time that his head started to ache, but he refused to acknowledge the pain. He drew near to Reit, almost coming directly below him, and angled upward, breaching the street like a fish on a hook.
 
   Colors swirled in his vision as his eyes tried to adjust to being one with the air. It was a remarkable thing to witness, but one he had no time for just now. He released the granite magic momentarily, and felt gravity regain its hold on him as he solidified.
 
   His angle had been nearly perfect, sending him hurtling in a high arc above the street. Scores of startled men, women, and children watched the display in awe, taking him for some sort of acrobat. But the performance came to an abrupt end as Keth came crashing down on top of Reit. Aura already extended, Keth wrapped it around Reit as the two made contact, then he wielded, melting them both into the ground.
 
   Back in the earth, Keth held tightly to the rigid form of his friend and aimed for the Northgate and their waiting army beyond, with the granite guards hot on their heels, and gaining fast.
 
   ***
 
   Sal didn’t see very much of the attack, even touching Amethyst as he was. Beyond Keth’s initial contact with the ruby, and the forming of that shield around Reit—what an absolutely remarkable thing!—he saw little except colorful bursts of magic and the stampede of violet-hazed skeletons, scrambling to get out of the way. Even now, with the chaos all but over, it was sheer luck that he spied Keth speeding away beneath the city. At the rate he was traveling, he’d be out of Bastion in a matter of seconds.
 
   But to the north? That didn’t make any sense. The smartest, and likely the easiest getaway would have been to the west, into the harbor. That’s where their ship was, bobbing at anchor just a few yards out. All there was to the north was a sloping plain coming off of Mount Ysre. A flat sloping plain, with very few trees, very little cover...
 
   A nearly textbook battlefield!
 
   If they were planning what he thought they were planning, they’d definitely need his help. Gathering the amethyst energies, he turned his focus inward, and—
 
   “Sal!” came the cry from behind him. It was the ruby he’d left in command of the Archives posting.
 
   “Frasyr! I thought I gave you a direct order to remain at your post?” Sal demanded.
 
   “And leave you without backup? Fat chance of that happening. Sir,” he added quickly at the sight of his subsergeant’s irritation. “Besides, there were enough of us that I felt comfortable passing command off to that sapphire, Viktor, and seeing what I could do to help.”
 
   As much as he wanted to, Sal couldn’t fight the logic. Frasyr was right. You never went into a dangerous situation alone if you could help it. So since he was there, Sal put him to use. “Listen. Something happened and Keth—my granite friend?—he killed a couple of Rank officers. No, not any of ours, but it got the attention of the commissioned officers. We gotta go to Plan B.”
 
   “We have a Plan B?”
 
   “I guess that depends on how fast I can work one up. What I need is for you to get to Tribean. Have him round up all those loyal to the Cause. Yeah, yeah, I know we’re bound to have some traitors in the bunch. There’s nothing we can do about that right now. Just make sure you watch your back.”
 
   The ruby said nothing, just nodded grimly.
 
   “Alright, now here’s what we’re gonna do...”
 
   ***
 
   Sal quickly laid out his ad hoc plans for the ruby, then sent him on his way. The details were sketchy at best—he was too pressed for time to come up with anything more refined—but his lieutenants knew well how to improvise. They’d taken to the shol’tuk mindset almost as easily as he had.
 
   With things finally in motion, he wasted no more time. Turning his attentions inward, he wielded, wrapping himself in kinetic energy. There was a moment of disorientation—and exhilaration—when his feet left the ground, but he forced himself to remain calm. He sharpened his focus, and willed himself into the air, riding the Laws of Physics.
 
   It was a slow process—it definitely wasn’t Superman—and quite taxing mentally, but it took him high above the bustling streets, high above the expansive manor houses of the northern quarter of the city. He willed himself toward the Northgate, the general direction he’d seen Keth moving only a few minutes before.
 
   He set down on the stone arch of the Northgate, much to the distraction of the pair of recruits stationed there. He eyed them for a long moment, uncertain of their loyalties. It would be a decidedly inconvenient time to kill someone, but a worse time for surprises. Fortunately, it never came to that. The recruits nervously glanced at one another, then gave Sal that infuriating wink. He toyed briefly with the idea of killing with them anyway, but thought better of it.
 
   He cast his violet gaze out over the lands before him, searching for any sign of Keth. Off to the north, he did find a violet-wrapped brown aura, speeding further and further away. But what it was speeding towards...
 
   A fog of violet haze stretched across the plains to the north, blanketing the ground from the western coast of the island to the base of Mount Ysre. The fog was speckled with green, red, blue, and deeper violet auras, but most of those outlined in violet had no auras at all.
 
   Sal looked out upon the full force of the Resistance. Not only was Caravan represented here, but likely Wayfarer’s Rest, and numerous other villages formed in defiance of the Highest’s rule. Mages and mundanes, men and women of every race, all united toward a common goal, against a common enemy. This was no mere rag-tag group of refugees. This was an army. He swelled with pride at the sight. They still needed his help, to be sure—if they fell here, the Cause would surely die with them—but the situation wasn’t nearly as dire as he thought.
 
   His elation was cut short by the sound of angry murmuring, the clack of angry feet in the street below. Dozens of Rank officers and members of the local constabulary, still dressed in their Festival attire, erupted from the Northgate. Dozens. Scores. Hundreds. Sal lost count as the drunken, violent mass of humanity continued to pour out, gathering together with all the decorum of a lynch mob.
 
   In the center of the press stood what seemed to be the senior officers, conferring with one another as their troops assembled. There were five Granite Guards with them, dressed in robes rather than the cowled leather armor that the Guards normally wear. The senior officers seemed to address the granites as subordinates, though still with a bit of caution. They were granites, after all. One sapphire officer in particular, however, showed no special regard for the granites. For all that they were granites, he seemed completely at ease bossing them around. Unlike his comrades, he was stone sober and confident, as if he knew his every word would be obeyed to the letter. That one’s the leader, Sal deduced. Without him, this drunken rabble will completely fall apart. He felt the finer details of his Plan B falling into place.
 
   Glancing behind him for a moment to assure himself that his orders were being implemented, Sal lowered himself to the ground, reclaimed the emerald magic, and went to ingratiate himself upon his new best friend.
 
   “...uncouth, untrained barbarians who wouldn’t recognize a modern battle plan if it bloodied their sodding nose!” one Mandiblean mage was saying as Sal approached. “Kredik, a simple outflanking maneuver would throw their forces into utter chaos. We should jus-”
 
   “Perhaps it’s that way on the battlefields outside Deitrich,” the sapphire replied. “But the Highest dispatched a battle fist—five hundred soldiers of quality Earthen Rank stock—to the rebel village of Caravan. These ‘uncouth barbarians’ annihilated them.” The Mandiblean looked like he might continue to protest, but wisely decided to hold his tongue.
 
   Even amidst the heated discussion, Sal’s approach hadn’t gone unnoticed. “Subsergeant,” the sapphire—Kredik—addressed, turning his full attention to Sal. “Something you’d like to add to this meeting of the minds?”..
 
   “Subsergeant Sal, Fourth Garrison Regiment, commander of the Harvest security detail under Master Aten’rih, sir,” he replied, snapping off a smart salute. “Wanted to see if I could help, sir.”
 
   “At ease, Subsergeant. Would you mind telling me what the commander of Harvest security is doing outside the city walls?”
 
   “Well, I’ve got more than enough people covering the city, sir. We’ve got more recruits than we know what to do with. I figured I’d post smaller groups at various points, and still cover enough of the city that the bulk of my forces wouldn’t be missed much. Then I’d move them to where they could do the most damage. Maybe even get them a little hands-on training, sir.” He nodded generally to the north, and the rebel army.
 
   “And what makes you think that we need an army of Unmarked?”
 
   Sal resisted the urge to rub his naked forehead, though not easily. “Because my men are good, sir. They’re the best class Bastion camp has ever turned out. And because they’re sober.”
 
   This drew more than a few curses from the gathering, but drew only laughter from Kredik. He silenced the crowd instantly with a minute gesture, so small that Sal almost missed it. A strong leader, indeed.
 
   “Straight forward, practical, unfearing... I like that. Alright, Subsergeant. Your group remains in the rear for support. You’re up front with me. Watch, and learn.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 30
 
   Wind whipped through Nestor’s hair, what hair wasn’t pinned down by the invisible restraints that the winged serpent had applied. The bindings were made of pure air, solidified by the sapphire-colored serpent’s magic—an exceptionally rare use of Sapphire, and exceptionally powerful besides, considering the shackle that should have defeated the magics. In all his years as Chief General, in all his dealings with the other Tiles, he still found himself amazed at how little the lower ranks of each Tile knew of what their soulgems could really do. Granted, there were some things that even he held back from his Granite Guard, but it was for the benefit of the Tile as a whole, allowing their apparent losses to mold them, solidify them into a fighting force as unbreakable as their soulgem suggested. But to realize that the other Tiles held just as much back...
 
   His bindings ran from his mouth to just below the knee, securing him so completely that he could not even turn his neck one way or the other. Crafter be praised that they were moderately loose around his chest, else he would be unable to take a full breath.
 
   Bound as he was, it was difficult for him to see what was going on around him. Thankfully, he was in the front talon of the serpent—Dragon, he told himself; there could be no other explanation, though the possibility of seeing that myth fleshed out before him sent his mind reeling—with Jaeda’s limp form, cradled gently in the beast’s other talon, on the very edge of his field of vision. She appeared well, her musculature completely relaxed, showing no signs of death-stiffening. Whatever the dragon had done to her, she was still alive and unharmed, at least as far as he could tell.
 
   The dragon itself was quite a sight, what little of it he could actually take in. It was covered in blue-black plates that could only be scale, though they were quite unlike any scale he’d ever seen. They were technically organic, but hard almost to the point of being metallic, with flashes of sapphire patterns mixed in with the patterns of natural scale. Thick, corded muscle could be seen where the scale was thin, tightening and relaxing as the beast maneuvered. It was a monstrous creature of great physical strength—completely worthy of the ancient mythologies—matched only by the strength of its magic. It was easily a hundred paces long from snout to tail, with its wingspan twice that. Wings...
 
   His eyes shot to his left of their own accord, taking in the view before he could stop himself. He forced his eyes shut, but in the eye of his mind he could still see the ground speeding past at a rate that made pegasi look slow. The vast bowl of the crater, at least ten leagues from lip to lip, was proving little more than a leisurely stroll for the dragon. Already, the near lip of the bowl had fallen away, at least a league distant in less than a blink. By Nestor’s estimation, they could be no more than two leagues from the base of the mountain that stood in the center—
 
   Nestor felt a lurch as his insides lost all weight. Against his better judgment, he opened his eyes again, and immediately regretted it. The crater floor that had once seemed so distant was rushing up to meet them at a frightening pace. The dragon was angled downward and seemingly picking up speed, if that were possible. Had Nestor not been so tightly bound, the inertia would likely have bend him double, as much the rag doll as Jaeda was in the dragon’s other palm.
 
   “I apologize,” came the dragon’s slurring rumble. “You won’t like this part much.” Before Nestor had the chance to wonder what he wouldn’t like—as if he could like any of this!—his weightlessness ended with nauseating abruptness. He crushed against his invisible bonds as the dragon leveled out, inertia still pulling him toward the earth. It took a moment, but the pulling feeling finally left him, returning him to the lurch of the dragon’s glide that suddenly didn’t seem so bad.
 
   The crater floor rose at a slight angle as they neared the mountain. Below them, a number of man-made structures streaked by. They were laid out in a precise configuration, but what they were made of, or what their purpose had been, Nestor could not say. But it was of little consequence to him. Finally, blessedly, they were slowing.
 
   The dragon’s mighty wings beat the air as its glide became a hover, kicking up dust devils that swirled vividly in Nestor’s magical sight. Gravel crunched underfoot as the dragon came to rest on the mountainside. But not gravel, he realized. Rubble, as from some fallen building. It was made up of strange, flowing patterns, as if—
 
   “Did they give you any trouble?” came a voice whose source was just outside of Nestor’s periphery. Strain as he might, the granite could not get a glimpse of him.
 
   “Not a bit,” the dragon rumbled, the hint of a snicker in its voice. “Where do you want them?”
 
   “Here’s fine. He’s shackled, and she won’t leave without him.”
 
   The dragon unceremoniously dumped Nestor on the ground, those unforgiving bonds of air vanishing without warning, leaving Nestor’s backside exposed to the myriad rocks and pebbles that made up the crater floor.
 
   Nestor scrambled stiffly to his feet, anger and nausea vying for command of his features. The source of the voice was a granite, though not one that he’d ever met. He stood with confidence, relaxed, and yet ready to meet any challenge that Nestor or Jaeda might present.
 
   Jaeda...
 
   “What did you do to her?” he barked, whirling on the dragon.
 
   “She’ll be fine,” the beast slurred with surprising gentleness. “I’ve already removed the sleep spell from her, and she should be awake any moment now.”
 
   “By what right did you take us?” Nestor demanded, dividing the question evenly between the dragon and the granite that seemed to command it. “Who are you? What do you mean to do with us?”
 
   “All in good time, Chief General Veis,” the granite said. “For the moment, just know that you are safe, and guests of mine for as long as you choose to stay. I actually would have sent you on with the others, but they’ve been gone for quite some time.”
 
   “Others? What in the Abyss are you talking about?”
 
   The granite looked abashed for a moment, shifting uncertainly. “I’m sorry. I keep forgetting you don’t—never mind. I’ll explain in due course. For now, however, you might tend to Jaeda.”
 
   Nestor eyed him suspiciously for a moment, then turned to Jaeda. She groaned as he approached, as one awaking from a restless night. “No, I can do it...” she muttered as he helped her to her feet. “What happened? I’ve got a splitting headache—”
 
   Her complaints cut off sharply as she opened her eyes and took in the strange granite. “You! What have you done?” she demanded, fully alert, her yellow-orange parody of a face twisting in outrage in Nestor’s sight. Her aura flared in earthen brilliance as she gathered mana for an attack.
 
   “You’re both safe,” the other said, raising his hands as a show of harmlessness. “I mean no harm to either of you. I only want to help.”
 
   Jaeda stood motionless, not attacking the granite, but not releasing her magics either. “Why should I trust you?”
 
   “We have... mutual acquaintances, in case you’ve forgotten,” the other said with a knowing smirk.
 
   “I take it you know each other?” Nestor said dryly.
 
   “You could say that,” Jaeda answered, slowly letting the mana bleed from her, as if in a sigh. Her eyes never wavered from their strange host.
 
   ***
 
   Dawn was still hours away, but the rebel army was wide awake and on alert. For the sake of stealth, Reit had ordered the transport ships to drop anchor on the eastern shore of Ysre, allowing the rebels to approach Bastion from around the mountain’s wide northern base, hiding them effectively from the city’s inhabitants.
 
   The advancing Rank army was proof positive that they were hidden no longer, and his ships seemed a world away. Only the Seacutter could be reached before the Bastionite horde attacked, but the ship was barely capable of holding fifty passengers and crew, let alone the many hundreds who were gathered on the mountain’s western plain. Reit had dismissed the Seacutter as an option. Delana had not, though for other reasons.
 
   “No! I will not run screaming like a little girl!” Reit spat vehemently. Delana’s mood went from pleading to frosty at the comment—she always did take offense to the notion that females were in any way a weaker sex—but he rolled on as if he hadn’t noticed. “I’ve already abandoned my people once at the Council’s insistence. I will not do it twice.”
 
   “No one’s asking you to,” Delana hissed through her teeth. “But you have a responsibility to your people, and that leaves no room for pride. You are el’Yatza, the only man in years to openly defy the Highest. Whether you like it or not, people live and die at your command, and do it gladly! We cannot afford for you to fall into his hands again. Think of it! The whole world looks to you—whether in love or hate, the world looks to you. Will you show them foolishness now, on the eve of triumph?”
 
   “It may not be foolishness,” Keth said as he entered the command tent, dispelling what meager privacy the tent afforded. “There’s granites in that army.”
 
   “All the more reason for him to get to safety!”
 
   “But for Reit to make the Seacutter ahead of that army, I’d have to take him,” he pointed out. “And where I go, those granites will follow. I’m the only other granite around for miles. I wouldn’t be too hard to track. It would only be a matter of time before they found me—and him. And even if we did manage to get him on a boat, he’d have the entire Rank navy to contend with, which is why we decided on this plain as a contingency in the first place. At least here, we can offer him the protection of the entire Resistance. I’m sorry, Delana. He’s as stuck as the rest of us.”
 
   “Face it, love,” Reit said, almost pleading for a break in the argument, though it was clear that she was having none of it. “I have to stay. What? Are you going to send an escort with me? How many mages would you sacrifice? Ten? Twenty? Fifty? Contrary to popular opinion, I am not the Cause. I’m not even its founder. I’m just a man who didn’t want his children growing up in the same world I did.”
 
   He turned quickly to Keth, cutting off a new round of protests from his stubborn wife. “Gather the rest of the Heads of Order and Guild. We can’t retreat with that army dogging our heels, but we can’t stay out here in the open either. We need to fortify our position.”
 
   “Such as it is,” Keth muttered sullenly as he backed out of the tent.
 
   Fortifying their position actually was not as difficult as it had originally sounded. Having a granite mage in camp made all sorts of things easier, once you got past the defeatist attitude.
 
   Being at the base of the mountain, the plain was strewn with deposits of granite and metal, just below the surface. This served Keth well, since it was less taxing to find and move materials than it was to alter them or create them out of thin air.
 
   He erected a high barricade in short order, raising it straight from the ground. Then he added to the ends, wrapping the wall completely around the rebel camp. Basic structure in place, he paused long enough to draw certain base metals from the earth for his comrades to put to use, then returned to the fortifications.
 
   He raised long stone spikes from the base of the wall, their points jutting outward at an angle. The were large enough to keep attackers from mounting the wall en masse, yet spaced far enough apart so as to not hinder the rebels in their defense. Then he set to work on opening arrow slits and shaping bulwarks, transforming the hastily raised barrier into a fortress.
 
   Meanwhile, other defenders were busy employing their own various talents. Rubies smelted the raw ores that Keth brought up from the earth, making steel and other alloys. Then, with the help of the sapphires, they made castings, and forged whatever was needed, from wire to tent stakes to arrowheads. A number of amethysts set to work wrapping bulk materials in kinetic energy, and lifting them from one end of the fort to the other, wherever they might be needed. The rest took up sentry positions along the battlements, keeping watch against the unwelcome auras advancing in the night.
 
   Artisans busied themselves affixing gemstones to silver, and etching activation runes. Some of these were added to weapons, some to armor. But many were added to artifacts, hastily crafted and more practical than beautiful, to give mundane defenders more full use of the arcane.
 
   All of this Reit supervised from the front flaps of the command tent, where he had access to any and all notions that the Heads of Order might come up with. These notions were debated—quickly, of course—and implemented as necessary. All in all, Reit had to admit he was most impressed with what his people had been able to accomplish. In just a few hours, they’d turned a rocky, flat strip of grassland into a veritable stronghold. By the time the army from Bastion reached them, it was perhaps an hour before dawn, and the rebels were ready to withstand anything that Bastion might throw at them.
 
   Looking back over his shoulder, he peered into the tent, as he had been doing all night. But nothing was different. The packs were still there, lying on his makeshift command table amidst a scattering of hastily-drawn battle plans. In all the bustle, the scrolls had worked the pack flaps loose. A few scrolls jutted from the packs here and there, and even from across the tent, Reit could see some of the diagrams. What marvels those ancient papers might hold! He wondered, not for the first time tonight, what he might find in there to help break the death grip that the Highest had on this world.
 
   Reit also wondered if the Bastionite Ranks knew about the scrolls. Probably not. But even the drunkest of them would realize that the “rebel infidels” had been up to something last night. How often did a renegade granite just show up in the shadow of the Granite Spire, or an army outside the City of the Learned?
 
   ***
 
   The army moved throughout the night, advancing on foot toward the rebel camp. They could have moved faster, using the granite or amethyst magics, but instead saved their strength for the battle to come. The rebels appeared to be going no where. Kredik used the time to try and sober his men up. There were precious few emeralds in the group, and they were employed throughout the night from Bastion to the battlefield, but there were too many men, and too drunk. By the time they reached the rebel encampment, only a fraction of the army had been sobered.
 
   The first attack was called with dawn’s light. From Sal’s vantage point, he could see the first fireballs being lobbed at the fortified camp, only to splash ineffectively against the cold walls. The Rank officers ordered this spot attacked, then that spot with fire, or ice, or lightning. They tested the strength of the fortifications in various ways, even sending the occasional emerald forward to try his hand at withering the granite walls. These unfortunate individuals didn’t last long.
 
   Finally, the sun just cresting the northern ridge of Mount Ysre, Kredik ordered the attack in earnest. He sent in his first wave, these men mostly sober. Those left behind found the nearest unattended emerald. Sal, of course, was slow in healing those who came to him, and more often than not, his charges contracted some horrible ailment shortly after obtaining his services.
 
   Pity. They were such fine, upstanding men.
 
   Holding Emerald as he was, with power suffusing his entire being, it was all Sal could do to restrain himself. He wanted desperately to just cut loose on the Rank soldiers, but right now they were too close together, too focused—or, as focused as a drunken rabble could be. For his hastily conceived Plan B was to work, he’d have to wait for the perfect time. And this wasn’t it.
 
   The first wave split into a two-pronged attack, one to the east flank and one to the west. Both wings were made up of mundanes and lesser strength Rank mages. They attacked the fortification fiercely. Amethysts from the main body moved forward just enough to lift the attackers over the walls, placing them atop the battlements, or wherever their magic dropped them when it reached the farthest limits of its influence.
 
   Bound to Emerald, Sal couldn’t see what has happening inside the compound. Likely, he wouldn’t have been able to pierce the dense walls even if he had risked touching Amethyst. But if the scene on the battlements was any indication, the rebels were holding their own. What few attackers survived the fury of the defending mages were mowed down by the magically enhanced weapons of the rebel mundanes. Swords danced with flame or lightning as their masters reaped a bloody harvest. Arrows dipped and turned in midair, striking impossible blows on their targets. Sal was pleased to find even a few shol’tuk adherents atop the walls, gracefully dispatching one foe after another. But glad as he was to see it, the scene just didn’t feel right. Kredik was holding back. He was sure of it. Even drunk, the mages were powerful. Why not leave off the attack with the amethysts, and use them solely to move the army inside the barrier? Why not use the granites to that effect?
 
   Movement to Sal’s left caught his eye. It was Kredik, flanked by two other sapphires. They moved slowly, deliberately, toward the fort, leaving the Granite Guards in the care of about a dozen amethysts. But the group wasn’t transporting any soldiers or anything. The amethysts were holding magic, the power filling their conduits to such an extent that their auras flared brilliantly. But they were doing nothing with the magic. And the granites weren’t holding any magic at all. The whole group was all just sort of... standing there. He didn’t know why that should make him uneasy, but it did.
 
   The trio of sapphires continued forward to the front of the Rank formation. They seemed disconnected in a way, unconcerned with what was happening around them. At once, they seemed both focused and distant. Trance-like, Sal decided. All that existed for them was the fort. Or more specifically, the south-facing wall of the fort. They spaced themselves out, each man standing about fifteen feet from the other two, with Kredik at the head of the triangle closest to the barrier. As one, they took hold of their soulgem’s magic, and gooseflesh puckered Sal’s skin as the pleasant autumn morning turned icy. The cold intensified, and a ball of thin haze began to form in the center of the triangle.
 
   The haze rapidly condensed into a thick fog, then to a cloud, finally forming water droplets which froze almost instantly. The droplets themselves then bonded together, forming a single ball that continued to thicken as sapphire magic added layer upon layer of ice to the sphere. In seconds, it was the size of a cantaloupe. Seconds later, a wagon wheel. It continued to expand in all directions, swelling to about ten feet across, as big and as solid as a boulder. Or the load of a siege engine.
 
   No sooner had the thought occurred to Sal that thought became reality. The glacial sphere catapulted forward, flying straight as a bullet into the granite wall. Even from more than a hundred yards away, the ground shook with the force of the impact. Invaders and defenders alike fell from the battlements as a section of wall rocked backward a bit, then righted itself. Jagged cracks etched themselves across the wall face. Amazingly, the wall held, but just barely. A blood-thirsty cheer ran through the Earthen Rank mob anyway, and those who weren’t rushing to the attack were dancing around arm in arm, already celebrating their impending victory. Before the icy powder of the first volley had even settled completely, the sapphires set to preparing the second.
 
   Sal had waited long enough. The crowd was still more drunk than not, and all were half-blind with bloodlust. There would never be a better time than now.
 
   Looking to the rear of the mob, Sal caught sight of Tribean. There were perhaps eighty other Rank recruits loyal to the Cause standing with him, with many more dispersed throughout the crowd. All swords were pulled and held at the ready. All bodies were rigid, muscles knotted with restrained vengeance. All gemstone eyes were fixed on Sal, awaiting his command.
 
   And he gave it.
 
   He peeled back the eye patch that he’d worn for weeks, and tossed it to the ground, releasing the emerald magic as it fell. Once more he fixed Tribean with his stare, diamond having replaced emerald, healthy flesh having replaced leather. There was no mistaking this signal. The world’s only diamond mage had revealed himself, completely and irrevocably. And it was time to get to work.
 
   Touching Emerald again, he let the magic flood his conduits and flow down into the assassin’s katana in his right hand. Assassin’s katana... quite appropriate, he thought. For while his body filled with healing, the sword filled with death. Stepping to the sapphires, he dispensed it. So zealously, in fact, that he didn’t even notice that his fellows had followed suit. Or that one strangely dressed mundane had joined the battle beside him. Or that the five granites were no where to be found.
 
   ***
 
   A trail of spraying blood marked Keth’s path through the fray, punctuated now and then by the occasional scream cut short by his blade. Suffused in granite magic, he was able to shrug off many of the magical attacks that found him. What attacks he couldn’t shrug off, he ignored. Pain seemed distant, floating in his aura but blessedly separate. He virtually shook with a pleasure that overshadowed his pain. He was finally able to exercise his talents without restraint, doing what he did best.
 
   He was the embodiment of Death. All that mattered was the battle. Finding targets was easy, at least at first. He had to do little except follow the smell of stale spirits. What invaders he didn’t kill with his sword he dispatched... in other ways.
 
   Within minutes of the initial attack, he’d gained the respect of his foes, and in a few more minutes, their fear. By the time the sapphires outside the walls began their own offensive, he’d reached legendary status, driving invaders before him by the dozen, mowing down those who weren’t fast enough—or sober enough—to escape his notice.
 
   So he was almost glad when the sapphires’ attack came. With his opponents getting fewer—pitched battle can be quite sobering—he was glad for the change of pace.
 
   The sudden drop in temperature and the slight drying of the air broadcast the sapphire attack, so Keth wasn’t too surprised when the southern wall shook violently, absorbing the majority of the attack. Near as he was to the wall, the shockwave knocked him clean off his feet. Shards of ice rained over the wall, though they were chipped too small to cause any real injury. The wall rumbled ominously for a moment, but held.
 
   Combat within the fort came to a standstill for a moment, the combatants all stunned by the sapphire attack. With such an enormous assault, it was hard not to be impressed. But then the moment was over, and combat resumed.
 
   Keth, still a bit shaken, was slow to regain his feet. One ambitious attacker took this as an opportunity for legend status himself. He rushed Keth, letting loose a blood-curdling scream as he raised his sword. He was still perhaps five feet away when lightning—invisible to Keth but for its amethyst-born violet aura—enveloped his body, cooking him as he ran. Not the type to take chances, Keth swept his katana upward, neatly parting the smoking corpse from navel to nostril. The body hit the ground a full second after its bowels did.
 
   Reit rushed forward, sword in hand, not even looking at the body as he passed. Why should he? It was just one among many inside these walls. Delana was a bit more reserved, gingerly stepping over her victim as she approached. She quickly wove a field of energy around them. Keth raised a questioning eyebrow.
 
   “Lode field,” she explained. “Small and very draining, but it’ll shield us against both metal and magic while we talk.”
 
   “Ah, of course,” Keth nodded sagely, not having a clue how an energy field could do that, but not wanting to be taken for a fool. “So, we having fun yet?”
 
   “Not a bit,” Reit said sourly. “She won’t let me.”
 
   “What?!?” the amethyst shrieked incredulously. “I let you kill every emerald we come across! And quite a few sapphires as well.”
 
   “Except for that guy there. And the one with the battle axe. And that Onatae chap.”
 
   “Oh, come now. He had a copper hilt! You’re only an iron, maybe brass on your best day.”
 
   “I could have taken him,” he muttered sullenly. “Anyway, Keth, how’s our barricade?”
 
   Keth quickly scanned the site of impact, immediately seeing myriad stress fractures. “Not too good. It’ll hold, but not for long. Not against another attack like that.”
 
   “Can you repair it?”
 
   “I’m not sure. Delana, how much time do I have?”
 
   Before she could answer, another tremendous blow rocked the weakened wall, pitching it dangerously inward. Blessedly, the wall had deep roots, and wedged itself in mid-fall.
 
   “Not long, I take it?” Keth said wryly, eying the top of the wall. It would fall short of Reit, Delana, and himself, but not by much.
 
   The amethyst lifted herself above the top of the wall, extending the lode field to protect her. “Not long at all,” she confirmed, her voice straining with the effort of her magics. “They’re already preparing anoth—Wait! Someone is attacking them. Blessed Crafter... It’s Sal!”
 
   “Sal? Are you sure?”
 
   “Yes, it’s him. Wearing the leathers of the Earthen Rank, but it’s him. And making short work of those sapphires too.” She paused for a moment, pursing her lips.
 
   “Bad?” Reit asked.
 
   “No. Good. Confusing, but good. They’re all attacking... each other.” She squinted, as if for a better look. “There’s a large group of Ranks attacking the main body from behind, and smaller groups of two and three attacking from within. It’s absolute chaos.”
 
   As she spoke, some defenders atop the battlements caught the scene out on the plains, and let loose a cheer. Others further away heard the cheer and answered with their own, sure now of their own victory. The cheer caught like a brush fire, igniting a berserker’s frenzy in the rebels. Almost instantly, the battle within the walls of the fort mirrored the battle without.
 
   But before he too could be caught up in the celebrations, Keth had a troubling thought. “Do you see the granites?”
 
   “Yes, I—no, wait. Where’d they go? I just saw them. They were in amongst a group of amethysts. I almost didn’t see them for all the violet haze those amethysts were putting off. But now the granites are just... gone.”
 
   “Dead?”
 
   “Maybe. I can’t tell.”
 
   Keth’s stomach knotted up, and his knees went watery. “Lead. There’s lead in the ground. You wouldn’t see if—”
 
   The ground rippled as the granites pushed up around Keth, pushing Reit out of the way, who fell hard to the ground. Rebels that had been harrying nearby Bastionite forces saw the granite explosion, and ran to Keth’s defense as their individual battles allowed. They got as far as the lode field before they were repelled by its magic. Not knowing that the field only repelled magic and metal, they stood outside the invisible field, vainly striking it with their swords or gauntleted fists.
 
   Four granites closed in on Keth, each taking hold of a limb. He wrestled against his captors, but their grips were like stone. A fifth granite drew a leather strap across Keth’s eyes. As the blindfold slid home, Keth realized what was happening—they wanted him alive. He bucked and fought with renewed vigor, trying to shake the blindfold off, or at least work a hand or a foot loose, but the granites held him fast, extending their auras over him. Keth grabbed at his own magic, but it came to him sluggishly, if at all. The invading auras were interfering with his own magic. He tried time and again to wield, but the magic kept slipping away. He could feel the brown auras of his attackers crawl up his arms, his legs, coating his flesh like pond scum. He could do nothing but struggle vainly, and listen blindly as the battle unfolded around him.
 
   ***
 
   Delana, caught off guard, dropped to the ground to offer aid, but hesitated. Lightning crackled vainly at her fingertips. She had the means to at least buy Keth some time, but she couldn’t take the risk. They were all so close together! With Keth’s own granite aura disrupted, one errant spark could fry him to a crisp. Or worse, it could catch Reit, who lay on the ground near them. So she stood there, agonizing, impotent, while she waited desperately for a clean shot.
 
   ***
 
   Reit, still winded from his own struggles, groggily regained his feet and unsheathed his sword. He stumbled forward and hacked at the nearest granite. A lucky strike, the blow caught the granite off guard. The brown woolen robe deflated as the headless granite crumpled lifelessly to the ground.
 
   That was about the extent of Reit’s luck, however. One of the granites saw his fellow drop, and issued a blood-curdling battlecry. The others turned to take stock of their change in fortune. Before Reit could raise his sword a second time, the granite that had spotted him wielded. A magic-wrought orb formed in the space above Keth, and sped toward Reit. The rebel leader swept his sword upward in a broad arc, barely batting the sphere away. The impact jarred his sword arm, and before he could fully recover, the nearest granite was on him.
 
   ***
 
   Keth, blindfolded against the exchange happening around him, felt the granite attack weaken with the loss of two attackers, and he pushed that much harder with his own. His control over the mana strengthened for a moment, but a surge pushed it back as the fourth granite rejoined them. His flesh tingled as the very surface of his skin started to crystallize. As hard has he pushed, Keth was still losing ground—and flesh—to the granites. Unable to subdue him, they were killing him, an inch at a time, and there was nothing he could do about it.
 
   ***
 
   Jaren wasn’t entirely surprised by the arrival of the Granite Guards. In fact, he’d expected them long before now, and had stayed as close to Keth as the heat of battle would allow. He knew that the renegade granite would be a primary target for the Guard, even above el’Yatza. They were notoriously protective of their secrets, and Keth posed an unacceptable breach.
 
   Rotting corpses littered the area surrounding Jaren and his magically-enhanced sword. But the emerald didn’t let himself get so caught up in the battle that he forgot the young granite. So when that moment finally came, heralded by the five new granite auras, Jaren leapt forward, blood-drenched sword in hand.
 
   He was vaguely aware of Delana dropping to the ground before him, but he was more concerned with Keth. The young mage was surrounded by brown cowls, each of the five wielding—no, wait. Four granites. Jaren watched the fifth crumple to the ground in a heap, decapitated, courtesy of el’Yatza.
 
   The emerald’s burst of pride was short-lived. One of the remaining granites took note of his fallen comrade, and exacted revenge. Turning, the granite thrust his hand into Reit’s chest—deep into his chest—and gripped... something. Reit threw his head back in pain and utter shock. The granite pushed Reit back with one hand, withdrawing his other hand at the same time. Blood flowed freely from his grip. He tossed aside whatever he’d ripped loose, and turned his attentions back to Keth.
 
   Jaren heard a horrific, bloodcurdling scream as he ran to Keth’s defense, splashing through decomposing bodies and leaping over those still more or less solid. He was halfway to Keth before he realized that the scream he was hearing was his own.
 
   It was truly a bizarre feeling. “Disconnected” was the only word that even came close. And it did. He felt disconnected—from the battle, from reality. It was as if bloodlust had completely overtaken him, and his soul was just along for the ride. He noted vaguely that Delana was screaming as well, lightning crackling all around her like the pent up fury of a summer storm over Leviathan’s Maw.
 
   He thought he heard Keth join the chorus as well, but just as he did, a deafening thunderclap sounded, and the emerald felt himself pulled forward. Breathless and ears ringing, Jaren found himself once again in control of his faculties... as well as face down in the blood-sodden grass. He needed desperately to catch his breath, but he couldn’t afford that luxury at the moment. Reit’s life hung in the balance. So he made due as best he could, struggling to his feet and lurching forward.
 
   He knew before he even reached the body that he was too late. He scanned Reit thoroughly with his second sight, scouring the body for any sign of vitality, any sign of life at all. There was none. No brain activity, no reflexive muscle jerks, nothing.
 
   But he didn’t need his magical secondary vision to tell him the truth of the matter. He didn’t even need to see the residual granite aura enveloping the body, concentrated over the cavity that had once held a heart that many would claim was purest gold. All Jaren needed to see were the lifeless, soulless eyes, staring out into oblivion.
 
   Reit was dead.
 
   ***
 
   Outside the fortress walls, the battle raged. Sal and his forces cut a swath through the opposing armies like a hot knife through butter. But as much as he hated to admit it, he was a pretty thin knife in a huge tub of butter. Something would have to give, and quick.
 
   He saw some of those loyal to him fall, either to traitors or to the enemy proper, but the fallen were swiftly avenged. The half-drunken rabble was terribly overmatched, but sheer numbers stood on the part of the Earthen Ranks. Through a breach in the granite wall, he caught glimpses of the battle raging within the fortress, but what he saw was confusing. One moment, the defenders were whipped up in a frenzy. The next, chaos had ensued. He wasn’t sure what had turned the tide, but it didn’t seem to be for the better. And it was catching. The Earthen Ranks saw what Sal saw, and let loose a cheer, redoubling their efforts to put down the rebel army.
 
   Sal swallowed grimly. There was nothing he could do about the battle inside the fortress. Turning his focus back to the task at hand, he danced among the Rank soldiers, sword cutting a devastating swath around him. He recited his hilts, over and over, keeping his focus sharp. But just outside his focus, that nagging thought buzzed like a horsefly. Something had to give.
 
   As if in response to his silent prayer, a reptilian roar broke over the din of battle. A second followed. And a third. The thunder of creaking leather drew his attention to the sky, where his eyes beheld... something. It was monstrous, whatever it was, dressed in red scales that reflected the fires of battle off its underbelly. It beat its wings, and the creak of leather sounded again over the battle. Dumbfounded, only one word came to mind to describe such a beast.
 
   Dragon.
 
   As he watched, the dragon wheeled to the right, picking out a likely target, and spat a series of burning globules. Each one impacted a combatant squarely in the chest. Another dragon—a blue one—flew a strafing route to the south, showering its targets with icy needles. Dear God, he thought. If the Highest has those things fighting for him, we may as well just give up now.
 
   “Heads up!” came a slurring rumble from directly overhead. Sal instinctively went down on one knee and flooded his conduits to the breaking point with emerald magic. It wouldn’t completely protect him, he knew, but it might just keep him alive long enough to heal whatever damage that monster did to him.
 
   The dragon—a violet one, this time, as much lightning as flesh—swooped past him in a trail of ozone, issuing a hissing shriek. Out of its mouth broke a jagged bolt of lightning. It branched as it advanced, and struck a handful of combatants not a few steps in front of Sal. Stunned, Sal regained his feet, starring at the charred bodies before him. They all bore the tattoo of a segmented fist upon their foreheads.
 
   A bloodthirsty shout from the side drew Sal back to reality. He sidestepped the Rank soldier as he rushed toward him, sword upraised. Sal swung his katana in an upward cut, neatly parted upper torso from lower. The emerald-infused blade set the flesh to festering before either half hit the ground.
 
   Above the killing, a new sound floated. The rhythmic blasts of a brass horn cried its signal, drawing Sal’s eyes to the hornblower. Some minor officer—likely the ranking officer, forcibly promoted by the rebels—was calling a hasty retreat. Whoever the officer was, he didn’t enjoy his commission very long. His first and only order was punctuated by a spray of rapidly congealing blood—at the hands of Aten’rih! The commander of the Earthen Rank training camp paused long enough in the bloodshed to turn and wink at Sal.
 
   Will wonders never cease?
 
   Without a definite leader, the Earthen Rank retreat became a full rout. A vast majority of the Bastionites took to their heels, each trying to outrun the onslaught, or at least the man next to him. But none were making good their escape, mowed down from behind by their supposed brothers-in-training, with their few outrunners picked off from above. Sal allowed himself a stunned, bemused smirk. There was absolutely nothing that could stop—
 
   Stars filled Sal’s vision as pain exploded in the back of his head. It wasn’t until he spat out a mouthful of grass and blood that he realized he was on the ground. His magic slipped easily from him, and consciousness threatened to follow. The thud of the blow echoed off the insides of his skull, keeping perfect rhythm with the throbbing knot just behind his ear.
 
   He rolled over on his side, expecting the finishing blow to come at any time. Instead, a body, cloven nearly in two, fell hard in the spot that he’d just rolled out of. Above him, he found a welcome, if somewhat disappointed face. His rescuer’s black hair was disarrayed from battle, long strands of it having fallen from the ponytail that he kept held back by a simple silver clip.
 
   “I see that life in the Earthen Ranks has softened you up a mite,” Retzu sighed, jerking his blade loose from the corpse. “I have unhilted hopefuls that are a sight more observant than you are. You’ll never reach the linen at this rate.”
 
   “I’d settle for some good old fashioned peace and quiet right about now, to tell you the truth.”
 
   “Another second or so and you may o’ got your wish. Lucky for you this bugger was the kind to gloat over his kills before he gutted them. So heal yourself already. There’s more people to kill, and you obviously need the practice.”
 
   After a few failed attempts, Sal recaptured his hold on Emerald, and wielded. As healing sped through his body, he and Retzu rejoined the melee. Teacher and student fought side by side, though the fleeing enemy would never live to tell which was which.
 
   The battle raged a little while longer, but it was largely a formality. Sal’s men found fewer and fewer opponents to cut down to size. Someone let loose a ragged cheer as he struck his last down, the cry carrying like thunder over a swiftly stilling battlefield. The cheer caught, and spread through the crowd like wildfire. The sound was echoed by the blasting shriek from the squadron of dragons, flying in formation high above, the last one doing its own version of a victory roll.
 
   Sal sighed a breath that he hadn’t realized he was holding. It was followed by tears of relief, streaking down his dirty face in a torrent. He wept unashamedly, never noticing that scores of his brothers in arms were doing exactly the same. In their own way, the tears were as celebratory as an upraised pint of ale, or a hearty cheer. In the end, it all cried out the same thing.
 
   They’d won.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 31
 
   Marissa cheerfully held the bandage to the side of Sal’s head, his final trophy of the battle, courtesy of a panicked Bastionite macer. Sal had been too drained at that point to heal himself, and Jaren was busy tending the more severely wounded. Which was just as well. At least he didn’t have to come up with some lame excuse to have Marissa baby him.
 
   “Oww!” he yelped as she folded and reapplied the blood-soaked compress.
 
   “I still have my emerald ring,” she reminded.
 
   “What? And get well enough to help with the clean-up? Snowball’s chance in Hell,” he muttered, settling himself back against her.
 
   She chuckled at his otherworldly comment. “What in the Prophets’ names did that one mean?”
 
   “No, thank you.”
 
   The clean-up actually went fairly well, all things considered. Once the weak section of the southern wall was brought the rest of the way down, they were able to tend to the survivors within. Finally whole, the rebel army licked their wounds as best they could. Those who were well enough set to the task of burying the dead.
 
   The bodies and weapons of the fallen, both friend and foe, were gathered together and placed in the center of the fort, to be burned in a funeral pyre that night. Those emeralds not tending the dead saw to the living, healing the most serious injuries first, then moving on to the more cosmetic ones. Thankfully, not a single soul was lost to untended wounds.
 
   With Reit gone, and his wife and brother unable to cope just then, Jaren stepped up as the interim leader of the Resistance. Everyone came to him with their questions, their concerns, and he did his best to attend to them. Still, it was plain to see that he wasn’t comfortable with such a position, so they only bothered him with the most pressing of matters.
 
   The clean-up lasted all day and well after sunset. The dragons graciously offered their assistance with the most mundane tasks, though for the most part they chose to remain apart from the humans. They feared that their presence would be more of a distraction than a help at this point, so they put off introductions and allowed the humans time to grieve in peace. “Time enough for answers later,” rumbled their leader, a massive red dragon named Aplos, when Jaren had asked where they’d come from, and why. “For your dead, the journey is over, while ours has barely begun. I would not dishonor their memory by us continuing on our way together without you first seeing them on theirs.” Jaren offered a sad smile, accepting the dragon’s respect and wisdom, though it forced the emerald to return to the task at hand.
 
   When the plain was finally cleared of corpses, Jaren called a midnight ceremony to eulogize the dead. All were in attendance, even those still receiving healing for their wounds. The dragons took up position around the rebel fortress, an honor guard for the dead. The emerald gave a rousing sermon, praising the Crafter for their victory, and lauding them all for their sacrifice. In eulogizing the dead, he included the fallen of Bastion, which surprised no one. The enemy hadn’t been evil. Misconceptions of the Highest had been bred into their people for countless generations. To their minds, attacking the rebel “infidels” had been the Crafter’s will. Jaren couldn’t disrespect them for that, however he might have pitied them.
 
   At Delana’s insistence, he said nothing specific in his eulogy about Reit, who lay in state in the command tent. Mourners had been filing past the tent all day, paying final respects to the man they all knew as el’Yatza, the Hand of the Crafter. Even now, not a few stragglers hovered near the tent. None missed Jaren’s omission, but none objected to it either. As Reit had been wont to say, he was just a man, no better than any other. He had counted it a privilege to use his nobility to serve his people, when others would rule. His followers knew this all too well, and did him the best honor they could by counting him among the honored dead of the Battle on the Plains of Ysre.
 
   Still, his body lay in state, rather than in the pyre along side his brethren in arms. Honor can only go so far before love overrules it.
 
   Jaren offered a final prayer to the Crafter, then nodded to Senosh. The fiery-eyed Mandiblean stepped forward, flanked by a troop of his finest rubies. As one, they raised their hands to the heavens, wielding their magic.
 
   Smoke billowed from the pyre as the dead ignited. It twisted and curled phantasmally as it rose, like the ghosts of the battle, floating off to their eternal rest. Higher and higher the flames leapt, till the bonfire was too bright to look at. The rubies released their magics and stepped back into formation, their services no longer needed. As one, the dragons craned their long necks and bellowed into the heavens, their terrifying, united cry shaking the very foundations of the fortress, announcing to those in the Afterlife the valorous men and women that would be joining their ranks.
 
   Ceremonies concluded, the assembly broke up. Some retired to their cots for some long overdue sleep. Others spent the night in the mess tent, turning it into a makeshift tavern as they lifted mug after mug to their fallen comrades, or in celebration of their hard earned victory. Still others, like Sal and Jaren, stood in silent support of one another around the funeral pyre, watching the flames light up the night sky.
 
   Two figures stood apart from the rest. One was dressed all in black, invisible in the night if not for the white tent behind him. The other wore a purple gown, faded and drab in the pyre’s light. They held a silent vigil at the flaps of the command tent, together and yet alone.
 
   “So, what’s next?” Sal asked Jaren, both of them eying their friends with deep sympathy. “We’ve won a major battle, with relatively minor losses. We’re a few hours march from a defenseless city, which just happens to be the most defensible point on the map, I might add. And we’ve got over three hundred Earthen Rank defectors, which brings our numbers to well over a thousand, probably closer to two, not to mention about a dozen dragons, who before tonight were little more than a myth. But we’re down one fearless leader, and one very unique granite. Did I miss anything?”
 
   Jaren chuckled ruefully. “No, that about sums it up. I dare say that our situation is rather ‘touch and go’ at this point.”
 
   “Whoa... right words and proper context? You’ve been brushing up on your Inga’Lish.”
 
   “It was a long trip downriver,” the emerald deadpanned.
 
   “I can imagine,” said Sal. But he knew the mage saw the concern beneath the jest, so he said what was really on his mind. “Are you okay? With Reit, I mean.”
 
   Jaren didn’t answer immediately. His lips pursed thoughtfully, and his glassy emerald eyes went distant as he gazed into the past. “When I was nine, I went with Father to Aitaxen. He had some minor land dispute that required King Titus’ attention, and he saw the opportunity to introduce me to life at court.
 
   “Needless to say, I was bored to tears. As it happened, there were these two boys there who were about my age—Reit and Retzu. They shared my enthusiasm for court life, so we sort of fell in together.
 
   “We passed the time as children do, mocking the courtiers, raiding the pantries, aggravating the twins’ older sister—who was the very essence of nobility, I tell you. But we quickly ran out of things to wreak havoc upon, so we went out into the market.
 
   “Things were going fairly well—Retzu was in the process of training me in the ways of the Master Thief—when one of the King’s Guard spied our lessons. Of course, he was having none of it. Guards tend to frown upon that sort of education. I don’t know why. It’s job security.
 
   “Anyway, he recognized the twins from previous encounters, so he led us by our ears—or Retzu’s ear, in any case—back to court where he announced our crimes to the King. In the presence of our fathers, to make matters worse!
 
   “Well, the king consulted with our fathers privately, and by the glances they shot us from their huddle, we expected to be drawn and quartered for certain! I was absolutely in tears, and knowing Retzu, he probably had a preplanned excuse on his tongue, ready to go. But it was Reit who stepped forward and addressed the king. In what I came to recognize as typical Reit fashion, he fearlessly took full responsibility for our actions, and begged the king to have mercy at least upon me, a first time offender.
 
   “The king, impressed with Reit’s display of valor, deferred to our fathers... who flatly rejected his plea. So the king sentenced us to stay the night in the royal dungeons—in our own cell, of course. The food was bad, and the smell was horrible, but the dungeon was better than the stocks, or the rack, or any of a thousand punishments that a boy of nine can dream up!
 
   “From then on, we were fast friends. Keep du’Nograh was less than a day’s ride from Darsen’s Way, so our families encouraged the friendship. Oh, at first, both fathers saw the arrangement in light of their own personal gain, to be sure. Mine saw it as an advancement of our family’s station, while Count du’Nograh saw it as an education in character and social interaction for his otherwise sheltered sons. But over the years, our families grew more intertwined, until one was barely distinguishable from the other. Lord Eram even paid for my formal training at the Academy, in full, within a week of my ascension.”
 
   Jaren paused for a moment. He had been smiling throughout the recollection, even amidst his tears, but the smile faded, and his lip trembled slightly. “So you see, Reit was my brother, as surely as any of my own siblings. I mourned his mother and father’s passing as I mourned my own—as we mourned mine. I shared the loss of Anika, and the joy of Reit’s wedding. Besides Retzu, I was the first one that Reit came to when he decided to rise up against the unjust rule of the Highest.”
 
   The emerald gave a shaky sigh and scrubbed his eyes with one hand. “Am I okay? No, not really. I’ve lost my best friend, and a very large part of who I am. But Delana has lost her soulmate, and Retzu his only remaining blood kin. I’ll mourn later. Right now, they need me.” Having said his piece, he fell silent. He’d said more than he had apparently intended, but there were only so many ways to answer a question like that.
 
   Sal lay his hand on Jaren’s shoulder supportively. The emerald humbly nodded his appreciation. “Try and get some rest,” Sal suggested. “Tomorrow’s gonna be another long day.”
 
   “What about you?” Jaren asked as Sal started away from the tent city that had been erected to accommodate the rebel camp.
 
   “I don’t know. I want to check something out. Something about Keth’s death...”
 
   “Doesn’t hold water?” Jaren finished playfully, scrubbing away the last of his tears.
 
   “See? I knew you’d been practicing.”
 
   “Don’t stay out too late. I know a certain artisan who’s been dying to show you her latest tricks.”
 
   Sal let that one slide without comment, and turned away, headed for the hole in the southern wall.
 
   As much traffic as the area had seen that day, the scene of Keth and Reit’s death had remained eerily untouched. He could still see where Reit had collapsed, dead before he hit the ground. Even in the dark, the outline of a body was clearly visible in the blood-matted grass. Especially to his diamond eye, which saw each blade of grass with crystal clarity.
 
   But that wasn’t what he was here for. Holding up a torch that he almost didn’t need—That pyre must really be lighting up the night!—he hunkered down before the heap that marked Keth’s grave.
 
   Ash dusted the ground for yards in every direction, evidence of a cloud settling. The main heap sat at the center of the cloud. An explosion, maybe? Did Keth take the granites with him in some magical blaze of glory? No, that didn’t seem to fit. As powerful as such as spell would have to have been to destroy all four granites at once, Reit and the headless fifth granite would have been consumed as well, or at least the dusty blindfold that lay atop the pile.
 
   Okay. What else, then?
 
   The heap stood about a foot tall in the center. Sal scooped up a handful of ash and brought it up close, examining it. He looked at it from every angle, smelled it, even ground it in his hand. It seemed like ordinary ash, but it had the slight gritty feel of granite magic. Whatever else happened here, Keth and his captors had been disintegrated. Then how—?
 
   The sound of a tumbling rock outside the wall caught Sal’s attention. He snapped his head around, instinctively taking hold of Amethyst and employing its visual spectrum. The night beyond the breach came alive with violet-hazed skeletons of all shapes and sizes. Nocturnal birds, mice, foxes, toads, all scurrying about in the dark, but nothing the size of a man nearby. Nothing glowed with the aura of magic... well, no recent magic, anyway. Every aura he saw was a shadow of that morning’s battle, growing more faint with each passing moment.
 
   He heard the sound again. This time he saw the rock fall. The pebble bounced lightly down a nearby pile of rubble, dislodged by a fair sized raccoon, scavenging for anything that the rebels might have missed in their clean-up. Sal snorted, amazed at how jumpy he was, even this long after the battle. Still grinning, he returned his attention to the heap—and froze.
 
   Magical auras floated in his amethyst sight, the ghosts of the assault. They twisted and flailed in his sight, bleeding into one another in a confusing, jumbled mess.
 
   He saw the wide circle of Delana’s lode field, and in its center were five granite auras, distinct and separate—mainly—in the heap; one aura in the center, and four arms, fading as they radiated outward, with each ending in a set of footprints. It was obvious to Sal what it looked like, but the implications were ridiculous. The four remaining granites had surrounded Keth, each taking hold of an extremity. Somehow, Keth had summoned the strength to fight back their magic and wield some of his own. His counter attack disintegrated the granites, and somehow caused him to implode. The resulting vacuum pulled in everything around it, air and ash rushing together to meet in the center of a sonic boom.
 
   A sonic boom?!? Sal laughed out loud at the absurdity of the notion. He’d been awake way too long and he was starting to get loopy. How in the world could Keth implode? That kind of thing went against the laws of physics, even against what little he knew about the magic of this world. His laughter trailed off as the words from another lifetime came to him.
 
   When you eliminate the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth. Sherlock Holmes.
 
   What is impossible in this world? He had to admit that he didn’t know. Healing mangled eyes was impossible until he came here. And what about the diamond that had taken its place? Wasn’t there only supposed to be six Tiles, six soulgems? The fact than something imploded was obvious. And no matter how badly he wanted to, Sal just couldn’t just chalk this one up to impossibility.
 
   He looked into the mound of ash, his amethyst vision stripping away the inches, layer by dusty layer, to see if there was anything he might have missed. He could see the signature of Keth’s aura, plain as day, but it was indistinct. The entire mound radiated with it, as well as the residue from his magic, but his personal aura seemed... filtered. As he moved deeper, he realized that rather than glowing from within the mound, the aura actually seemed to glow from beneath it. It was glowing so brightly that it was showing up through the heap. There had to have been a lot of mana expended to leave an aura like that.
 
   Now that Sal knew what to look for, he could see a very faint trail in the earth, almost completely hidden by the lead content of the soil. The trail led out from the mound a few yards, then broke the surface again, hinting at a possible escape. Had Keth gotten away? And if so, why hadn’t he rejoined the others? Then Sal noticed something else that was even more puzzling. The trail didn’t fade a bit from one point to another. Either point could have been the beginning or the end. It looked almost as if the move had been... instantaneous?
 
   Again, the physics of the situation got the better of Sal. Moving that fast could have caused a sonic boom, but he doubted it. When Keth melted, he became one with his environment, including the air around him, most likely. Besides, if either point could be the beginning, than it was just as likely that Keth could melted into the midst of the granites, rather than escaping from them. Thus he could have still died in a magical implosion. But then again...
 
   Sal’s temples pounded with unanswerable questions. He scrunched his eyes shut, trying vainly to block out the throbbing. Whatever else, both Keth and Reit were casualties of war. The only question was, was Keth dead and gone, or was he just gone?
 
   He sighed wearily, knowing he’d get no further tonight. There was going to be a meeting of the Council in the morning, so maybe he could talk to the Heads of Order then, possibly find some answers that only a master mage would have. Groaning, he stood, knees and back popping as he rose. He decided he should take his own advice. Tomorrow was going to be a big day, and as Jaren said, Marissa was anxious to spend time with him. Well, can’t disappoint a pretty girl, can we?
 
   He nodded respects to the heap, the last place Keth was seen alive, and he sent his thoughts outward and his prayers up. If Keth was alive somewhere, he wished the young granite well.
 
   Looking to the granite aura outlining the place where Reit’s body had lay, Sal bowed low, with knees, fists, and forehead touching the blood-caked ground. It was a salute for a fallen gold-hilted shol’tuk, but he felt Reit had earned it. Finally rising once more, he turned back toward the tent city, bound for a night of dreamless, exhausted sleep.
 
   He wouldn’t realize until late the next day that the granite silhouette of Reit’s body had looked as fresh as a spell just cast, for all that it was hours old.
 
   ***
 
   Athnae watched the odd young mage as he walked back toward the center of the camp, his singular amethyst eye once more winking to brilliant diamond. He’s not that interesting, Aplos teased from behind her. Smiling—the expression would look more a snarl than a grin to human eyes—she craned her sapphire neck to take in her mate.
 
   Oh, I quite disagree. Aside for the fact that he’s the answer to prophecy, he is the most unique mage to ever ascend. Think of it! He’ll be able to touch all the soulgems simultaneously, once he learns how! Can you think of anything more interesting than that?
 
   Yes, yes, I know, dear heart. And he’ll defeat the Highest, and bring order to our lands, and bring the pure word of the Crafter and all that...
 
   I wouldn’t mock, Athnae cautioned.
 
   Aplos harrumphed, plumes of phosphor-ladened smoke drifting from his nostrils. I’m not mocking. I’m simply pointing out that our young savior there still faces many a challenge, and I just find it hard to place my faith in him at so early a stage.
 
   But the Master said...
 
   I know what he said, Woman! Aplos growled in frustration, then backing off slightly. I agree with everything he says, and I have followed him faithfully since before you were hatched. But the Prism has never met the Highest. All others who have dared have met with failure. The Silent Blade. The court of King Titus. All of them. Regardless of the faith the Master places in the Prism, he has much to prove.
 
   Athnae tossed her sapphire mane about her in irritation. This was an old argument—one that neither of them ever truly won—and it grated on her nerves that they should be in one accord on so many other issues, but not on this. She bowed her head in submission to her mate, dutifully if doubtfully. Still, she couldn’t help casting one last glance at the camp in the distance. The young mage—Sal, the Master had called him—was long gone, likely into the tent of his beloved Marissa, the Artisan from Bayton. The woman would be good for him, the Master had said once, and more so when they finally married. Pity that their happiness would be so short-lived.
 
   Tragic, really.
 
   ***
 
   A small, satisfied grin stretched across the Highest’s face as he turned away, the black aura around him lightening somewhat as he released his magic. He stepped out onto the east-facing balcony, his white robes creating a negative shadow against the backdrop of the predawn skyline. “You may dispose of that as you see fit,” he said, flicking a hand dismissively at the two corpses behind him. One, the late commander of the Granite Spire, bore a rictus of unearthly pain and terror. The other, his only remaining student, had no face left with which to hold an expression.
 
   “As you wish, Sire,” Heramis said with a stiff bow. His eyes went opaque as he readied his magic, cutting his sight off from all but the magical spectrum. It was a secret known only to a few granites, a secret that was kept from the rest of the Spire for obvious reasons. Like all others who discovered this secret, Heramis employed it to view the natural world whenever he was able, and was loathe to give it up. But at the Highest’s command, he did at once. Extending his aura to include the cooling once-mages, he wielded, melting the bodies into the stone floor to be dealt with later.
 
   With the corpses hidden from sight and marked by his aura, he released them, and turned his focus to the diamond-encrusted ring on the middle finger of his left hand. The diamond chips formed a clenched fist, hand-sculpted by the finest artisan in Schel Veylin as a gift from his mother, the Lady Bralla Veis, on his Marking Day. It was a time of great esteem and honor for him... and one that his father had failed to notice.
 
   That’s in the past, Heramis forcibly reminded himself. There was no point in holding onto old grudges, especially now that he understood why his father did what he did. Sighing, he stroked the ring lovingly and wielded, and his eyes took on the essence—and translucence—of the diamond. He sighed at the sight of the guttering flames of the candelabra, the strongest light source allowed in the Highest’s personal chambers. “I suppose a note of congratulation is in order,” he said, almost cheerfully.
 
   The Highest looked askance at the granite, mildly surprised at the statement, possibly even amused. “You don’t honestly believe this to be a victory, do you?”
 
   “Well, yes, Sire. If the late commander’s story is to be believed, Bastion dealt the rebels a crippling blow. Possibly even a fatal one.”
 
   “But at what cost?” the Highest asked analytically. “The entire constabulary of Bastion, most if not all of the commissioned Rank officers stationed there, and five of the six granites that remained in the commander’s care while the rest of the Spire was away for the Festival of Harvest. And that’s not mentioning a full quarter of this year’s output from the Ysre camp. If not for Master Aten’rih and his exceptional leadership, we might well have lost Bastion outright.”
 
   “The commander seemed to think that Aten’rih had delegated command responsibility to one of his prized pupils,” Heramis argued, though respectfully.
 
   “The great el’Yatza, dead at the hands of an Unmarked?” the Highest scoffed. “And a one-eyed one at that? No. I doubt it. Not after the... inconvenient outcome... of the raid on Caravan.”
 
   Heramis was thoughtful for a moment. “Is it possible that the one-eyed Unmarked might be the ‘oddity’ that you had held in Schel Veylin Prison until du’Nograh and his compatriots escaped?”
 
   “Ah,” the Highest sighed with mock rapture. “The light of understanding dawns in the eyes of the young. It truly is good to see that the death of your father has not dimmed your wits as I had feared. No, High Commander Veis. Commander Ghert did not see a Bastionite victory, but rather a rebel victory. We must now consider Bastion an enemy city, and treat her accordingly. 
 
   “Make no mistake, even if the good commander was right and the rebel army was crushed outside the city walls, the Resistance is alive and well. The loss on Ysre, though substantial, did nothing but fan the flames of rebellion. And give them a martyr,” he added as an afterthought, returning his gaze to the skyline.
 
   “As you say, Sire,” Heramis said pliantly. He still thought the victory as described by the late Commander Ghert was the most likely outcome of the battle, but knew better than to take his differing opinion too far. He stood silently, waiting on the Highest. Had the obsidian mage been done with him, he would have been dismissed.
 
   “I have achieved what I was aiming for, though not as I’d planned,” he mused, almost to himself. “The rebels are gathering in one place. But slowly. They will not commit to the ‘safety’ of Bastion for some time, I think. Their nomadic ways have served them too well in the past to give them up outright. Rather, I think they will seek to replicate their efforts elsewhere, to conquer another city, perhaps one with special meaning to them…
 
   “High Commander Veis, select one of your finest lieutenants, and send him to Bastion as Commander of the Spire. Then I want you to meet with the Major Generals of the Segmented Fist, acting on my authority. Gather from them any troops you might need for a protracted tour of duty. Spare no expense.”
 
   “What do you have in mind, Sire?”
 
   The Highest turned his awful gaze fully on Heramis. “I would like you to reconquer the world for me, my boy. Starting with the city-state of Aitaxen. Be prepared to find significant resistance there. Take no prisoners, rebel or otherwise.”
 
   Given his orders, the granite bowed his obeisance and melted into the floor. The flagstone rippled with his passing, leaving only a fading brownish aura to mark that he was ever there.
 
   ***
 
   He’s a decent soldier, but a bit too free in the way he approaches Me, thought the Highest. He questions Me. Nestor was always that way as well, so I shouldn’t be surprised that the son follows closely to the father. I should have made an example of Nestor long ago, I suppose. But then, I would have never had the man’s wonderful insight, and now that of his son. They have indeed been faithful servants, regardless of his lack of reverence towards Me.
 
   What was that he’d said? “The commander seemed to think that Aten’rih had delegated command responsibility to one of his prized pupils.”
 
   The Oddity. The curious one that found his way into the Granite Spire. It was impossible that he and the one-eyed Unmarked could be the same man, and yet it seemed to fit. That one had been half-dead when he was brought to the Highest, and not a mage at all. Surely, he would have sensed any innate ability the Oddity had possessed. And yet, the Unmarked had apparently shown a flair for magic that should have been impossible—and indeed had not been seen in thousands of years. The late Commander had even claimed that he could wield more than one soulgem. Preposterous! But it did make sense, after a fashion. If the Oddity did indeed ascend, his strangeness might have had unexpected effects on his soulgem alignment. It was possible that he could access magic in ways previously unavailable. It certainly bore further investigation...
 
   And the Oddity had taken up with the rebel leader and his friends, he reminded himself. The one-eyed mage in Commander Ghert’s report was supposedly a Southern Plainsman, and a member of the Earthen Rank. If the two were the same, then somehow, the Oddity had not only ascended to magehood, but adjusted to this world more completely than he could ever have expected, so much so that he was able to infiltrate the Training Camp at Bastion.
 
   Fascinating! the Highest thought with glee. He could well prove to be a greater threat to me even than du’Nograh and his horde! How wonderfully entertaining! 
 
   Still, I should probably be cautious, plot and plan with more care than I normally would. As rare as the occurrence is, it’s easy to forget that I’ve been wrong before.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   End Book 1
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