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  EDITOR'S NOTE


  



  We have made it to the end of 2020, and few seem nostalgic to hold on. As we sprint into 2021, our Winter Issue is chock full of emotions to remind us of what we are leaving behind and hope for something better ahead.  


  This issue boasts some familiar faces (Charlie Holmberg, Jeff Wheeler, Michael J. Sullivan and Brendon Taylor) as well as some new authors to grace Deep Magic for the first time (Patrick Hurley, David Cleden and Timothy Mudie).  No doubt, it is not entirely desirable to talk about one’s self in the third person, but as this is a note from the editor, I will allow myself this singular indulgence.  Also, in the interest of full disclosure, my story, “Darned Socks” was submitted under a false identity, and I did not reveal myself as the author until it was chosen for publication by other Board members. I sat quietly on the side as the merits and demerits of the piece were considered, and while one Board member admitted the story made her cry.


  We are excited to introduce our newest Board member in this issue, the estimable and awesome author in her own right, Jeanna Mason Stay (remember “Forged in Iron and Blood” from Winter 2019).  She is helping with too many tasks to list, and we appreciate all that she brings to the Board.


  Perhaps you noticed that I sort of glossed over some of the familiar names in this issue.  Allow me to make amends.  Charlie Holmberg’s novel, Spellbreaker, is featured with an excerpt, as is Knight’s Ransom, by Jeff Wheeler.  We are confident you won’t need to read to the end of these excerpts to convince you to purchase the full novels.  Michael J. Sullivan’s “The Game” offers a complete tale at nearly 8,000 words to give a savory taste into the worlds he creates.


  Some of our strongest stories come from the new-to-Deep Magic authors.  Patrick Hurley’s “The Red Walls of Ishiri” is an exciting fantasy adventure, while David Cleden’s “1-2-1” and Timothy Mudie’s “The Ocean-Eyed Boy” are thoughtful pieces in the realms of sci fi and fantasy, respectively.


  Once again, the cover art is a credit to our ezine, with this issue featuring Todd Lockwood’s “Cat’s Eyes.”


  Welcome back, and we wish you the best as we trudge ahead into 2021.


  



  


  Brendon Taylor


  






  1-2-1


  by David Cleden | 5,000 words


  WHY? BECAUSE IT needed to be done, that’s why.


  How else do you communicate with a populous, planet-wide, and really rather cantankerous species like humanity—and more to the point, how do you do it universally, even-handedly, and without a lot of showy look-at-all-this-tech-I-bet-it-seems-like-magic-to-you intervention?


  It was the logical answer if you stopped to think about it.


  Which is why, at precisely 0915 GMT on Tuesday, 22 September, every smartphone in the world warbled a reminder of an important calendar item falling due in exactly twenty-four hours.


  In countless meeting rooms across the world, bored attendees surreptitiously checked their schedules. Exasperated teachers in ten thousand classrooms paused their lessons to confiscate phones. A billion pockets around the globe chirped, pinged, vibrated, or cheerfully played a snatch of song.


  And the strange thing was, it didn’t even matter if the phones had been switched off.


  People shushed in movie theatres. Phones roused their owners from slumber. They vibrated on the polished counters of a million bars and bleeped in factories, offices, and shops the world over. They pinged in the pockets of embarrassed TV news anchors and rumbled on nightstands in a thousand brothels.


  And stranger still, even those without smartphones had a sudden, vivid conviction that if they had owned one, it would have just sent them a reminder about something important.


  Humanity, as one, checked its collective schedule.


  Calendar reminder:


  Priority: High


  For: Wednesday, 23 September (tomorrow)


  Subject: ALIEN INVASION! (All-day event)


  The invitation lodged itself in every electronic diary in the world without exception.


  Shadowy figures in clandestine government departments struggled to explain how that could be possible to their paymasters. They dealt with sophisticated cyberattacks all the time, but how could such a message penetrate networks that were air-gapped from all external connections?


  And yet . . .


  Every electronic calendar had logged the invite.


  (All except for a few thousand diaries where, due to the curious vagaries of certain predictive-text algorithms, perplexed owners were left with an invitation to: ALL-IN VASELINE.)


  (But, you know. Even the best-laid plans, etc.)


  * * *


  Ali Navran did what he always did when he couldn’t decide about something.


  He drove.


  When his wife said she was leaving him, he had driven for hours through London backstreets, weaving through rain-slicked roads spangled with the yellow glare of sodium lights, waiting for his thoughts to settle into some meaningful order. It had been the same when his father died: hour upon hour of driving, trying to make sense of the twists and turns of their fractious relationship abruptly ended by the sudden and decisive rupturing of a heart valve. Ali drove and drove, going nowhere, arriving back where he started—both literally and figuratively.


  Driving was what he understood best.


  And now they said the world might be about to end.


  Well, that wasn’t going to stop him driving. People still needed to get places.


  Right now, the person needing to get somewhere was Patricia Liscombe, the rather grand old lady who lived in the ground-floor flat three doors down from Ali’s cramped little bedsit. She sat primly in the back of his cab, fretting at the traffic oozing along Fulham Road at slightly less than walking speed. She was dressed in a modest flower-print dress, navy-blue jacket, and the kind of brooch that looked as if a stag beetle had alighted on her lapel and was disinclined to move. To Ali, it looked as if she ought to be heading out to a grandchild’s christening, not another chemotherapy session. She hadn’t wanted to chat—perfectly understandable in the circumstances—so Ali had maintained an uncharacteristically discreet silence.


  Since yesterday, his fares were interested in only one topic of conversation, and truth be told, he was sick of it. Clearly, it was either a hoax or the work of a deranged mind.


  He swung the taxi into the drop-off zone outside the hospital’s main entrance. As she reached for her purse, he said, “This one’s on me, luv. Tell you what. Give me a call when you’re all done, and I’ll swing by and take you home. No charge.”


  She gave him a look that seemed to teeter on the edge between blank suspicion and a genuine smile.


  “Very good of you, I’m sure.” He helped her onto the sidewalk, feeling a faint glow of self-righteousness deep within.


  “Young man?”


  “Yes?” he said, pausing by the driver’s door.


  “I am not your ‘luv,’ and you’d do well to remember that in future.”


  See? That’s what happens when you try to do a good deed these days.


  He was still musing over that as he clicked on the ‘For Hire’ light and pulled out into the slow-moving traffic. Some people . . .


  Peak rush hour, everything was snarled. The traffic moved with the protracted slowness of a constipated cow. As the dashboard clock flicked over to 0900, he made up his mind to cut south through backstreets and try his luck coming up through Pimlico. He flicked his indicator, glanced once in the rearview mirror, noticing as he did so that his passenger was gazing morosely out the side window at the rainy street, and turned left.


  Passenger?


  Ali tried to say something, but the noise emerged as a strangled cry.


  All right. All right. Don’t panic.


  He risked another look.


  Yep. Definitely a passenger in the back seat. No question about it.


  Had the man slipped in unnoticed at the hospital? That must be it. Unless Ali’s mind was playing tricks.


  The man was middle-aged, pleasant-enough face, round frameless glasses sitting comfortably on a flaring nose. He was wearing a dark sports coat over a T-shirt. He appeared to be humming quietly to himself.


  “Um—” Ali began. He couldn’t tear his gaze from the rearview mirror, staring at the man who shouldn’t be there but quite definitely was. “Um—”


  The man leaned forward. “Would you mind awfully pulling into the side? Just for a moment?” he asked pleasantly.


  Ali became aware his taxi had come to a halt. Curiously, most of the other traffic had done likewise.


  “Who—? Did I—? Sorry, but where exactly did you come from?”


  The man glanced at his watch. “Check your schedule. It was all booked in advance.”


  “Is this some kind of prank?”


  “Hardly. People have gone to a lot of trouble over this.”


  “Look, mate. I think you’d better get out of my cab.”


  Instead, the man leant forward and tapped on the Perspex partition to draw Ali’s attention. “Alien invasion! Remember?” He threw his arms wide in a here-I-am kind of gesture.


  “Oh, you’re hilarious, mate. You really are. But you ain’t no alien, and I’m losing business sitting here arguing with you.”


  “But—”


  “I mean . . . come on.” Ali turned in his seat and leveled a finger at his passenger. “My uncle Ezra. He looks more alien than you do.”


  The man blinked as if stung by the words. He looked surprised, he looked hurt, and then suddenly he looked as though his head was nothing but a nest of writhing purple tentacles, like one of those sea anemones they showed on nature programs.


  Ali let out a strangled moan.


  When he looked again, the man’s head was just a man’s head. It smiled in a good-natured sort of way. “Did that help?”


  “Please. Just get out of my taxi. Go back to wherever you came from and leave me alone. You don’t belong here.” Ali paused, listening to his words play back in his head. “Not that I’m racist or anything.”


  The man grimaced. “Oo, well. I think you might be, just a little bit. But we can work on that together. Let’s see, shall we?”


  Ali felt suddenly dizzy. If his mind had been a little still pond, it felt as though someone had just plunged their hand in and swirled the bottom sediment around.


  “Ye-es. Plenty of unused intellectual capacity. Lot of stubbornness—and I mean a lot. Little bit bigoted. Little bit racist—sorry. But definitely could be worse.”


  “Stop that!”


  “‘The first step on the path to change is acknowledging reality.’ Can’t remember who first said that—it might have been me, actually—in which case, I’m not wrong! There’s a whole universe of reality out there, and once you know, there’s no hiding from it. You have to confront the truth in order to deal with it. It’s all part of the process.”


  “What process?”


  The man slid the little partition aside and reached forward to put a reassuring hand on Ali’s shoulder. The touch felt firm, warm, human. Ali jerked his shoulder away.


  “I’m called G’loh, and you can think of me as your mentor.”


  “My what?”


  “Your guide. I’m here to help you make the adjustment.” G’loh gripped his shoulder again, more firmly this time so that Ali couldn’t pull away. “You’re on the verge of a step-change in your reality. You’re about to have your mind blown, and it’s my job to make sure you’re ready to handle it.”


  “Aren’t you supposed to hide amongst us? Infiltrate the government in disguise or something?”


  “Nah. The Unity—that’s the Unity Council of Federated Alien Species, by the way—tried that for a while, but it didn’t work so well. Takes too long. Far better to do a big reveal and get everything out in the open. So. Day One, and here we are!” He gave Ali a little reassuring shake. “Humanity is no longer alone in the universe! Isn’t that great? One or two rules we just need to make you aware of. One or two bad habits you need overcome—all that misdirected aggression and irrational behavior!—so you can play nicely with the rest of the Unity and reap the benefits.”


  “And . . . if we can’t?”


  G’loh frowned. It was a very normal frown, and yet somewhere in Ali’s brain, he was still seeing those squirming snakelike tentacles. “I’m here to make sure you can,” G’loh said.


  “Look. How about I drop you somewhere? Horse Guards Road, maybe? Handy for the back entrance to 10 Downing Street?”


  “What for?”


  “You know. Shouldn’t I be taking you to my leader, or something?”


  G’loh shook his head. “No need. Someone else has got him covered. Not my problem.” He turned to look directly at Ali, and for a bizarre moment, it was as though G’loh wasn’t there at all. And then he was. Quite definitely. “You’re my problem,” G’loh said. “Don’t you want to go to the stars, Ali? It’s all out there, waiting for you. Wouldn’t you like to stroll on the shores of a liquid methane ocean under the blue-green light of a binary star? Dive through the corona of a swollen red giant and feel the tenuous wisp of its plasma brush against your space-hardened skin?”


  Ali considered. “I spent two weeks in Corfu last year. That’s good enough for me.”


  G’loh sighed. “This may take a little longer than I thought.”


  “Tell me one thing.” Ali stared into G’loh’s face, noticing for the first time the slight blankness behind the eyes, the wrongness of the smooth, unblemished skin. “Why me?”


  “Why you?”


  “Out of all the billions of people you could have chosen to contact, why pick me?”


  G’loh smiled. “It’s not you. Or rather, it is you—but it’s everybody else too, all at the same time. Right now there’s a mentor having this same conversation with every single human on the planet—at least those with consciousnesses above the threshold value. Everyone gets their own 1-2-1 mentoring, see? As a species, you’re not ready until everyone’s ready.”


  “Every single person? But that’s . . .” Ali spluttered to a stop.


  G’loh shrugged. “What can I say? We were just trying to be honest when we called it an invasion.”


  * * *


  The name stuck: mentors.


  They claimed their purpose was simple: to help humanity with the adjustment to a new worldview—be that shrugging off prejudices or blinkered modes of thought or learning how to become a kinder, more rounded person, thereby contributing their unique set of talents to the greater good of the universe instead of for personal gain.


  Things were about to change, they said. The near-horizon of mundane human concerns was about to be swept away and recalibrated on a truly galactic scale.


  But it was going to take some getting used to.


  A mentor was assigned to every conscious human mind on the planet, the only exception being children under the age of seven who, frankly, were incapable of sensible adjustments to anything at that age and would need to follow on in due course.


  All of which required a considerable investment of resources by the Unity—both in terms of volunteer mentors drawn from across the panoply of species and also in technology. Mentors weren’t actually present in any physical sense. A few dozen repeater nodes dropped into geostationary orbit held the modeled consciousnesses of the mentors, each of whom was mapped into the parietal lobe of the appropriate subject. Each individual could only sense their personal mentor, no one else’s. Otherwise Earth would suddenly have become a more crowded and still more confusing place than it already was.


  But it took a lot of organizing.


  “My sole purpose is to help you become ‘lifted,’” G’loh told Ali, grinning as if he’d made some kind of clever joke. G’loh followed him everywhere. He was there from the moment he woke to the moment he fell asleep. Ali even had a suspicion that G’loh lurked on the edges of his dreams somehow, watching, evaluating.


  Right now, G’loh was sitting beside Ali in the front seat of his cab—which was unsettling, because a moment earlier he had been in the rear seat. G’loh had a tendency to skate over minor details like continuity. Ali found it very disconcerting.


  “Lifted? I don’t want to be ‘lifted.’”


  “Oh, you so do. It’s a reconciliation of one’s internal mental states, which exist in conflict. Being lifted means recognizing when emotions and rationality are imbalanced—and compensating. It means deciding on the basis of facts, not beliefs and prejudices, even if that means a complete overhaul of an accepted worldview. I won’t pretend it’s an easy adjustment. The human psyche clearly hasn’t evolved that way—it’s the same for most sentient species with your level of self-determination, to be frank. Your behavioral models have evolved around the advantages of collective bias because it binds cooperating groups. If you’re ‘one of us’ then the group fights for mutual protection. If you’re one of them, you’re a threat. An outsider. But nobody’s an outsider in the Unity. Do you understand what I’m saying?”


  Ali shrugged. “Sounds like you’re saying it’s time for humanity to grow up.”


  “Now we’re getting somewhere!”


  Ali closed his eyes, massaging the bridge of his nose, and let out a slow breath.


  “Please. Would you just go away?”


  * * *


  It was almost impossible to get a doctor’s appointment. Anyone complaining of delusional symptoms, inexplicable visions, or voices in their head was turned away. Knowing this, Ali conjured up abdominal pains and cramping so severe that it might well be the onset of appendicitis, and really, he needed to see a doctor—any doctor—now.


  “Naughty,” G’loh said, loitering in the corner of the waiting room. Ali ignored him.


  Ali was called for his consultation. He probably wasn’t the first to pull this stunt. He half expected a reprimand once he revealed the real reason for his visit, but Dr. Amraj gave a wan smile and seemed willing to listen.


  “You have to help me, Doctor.” Ali leaned forward in his chair, lowering his voice to a whisper. “Everywhere I go, he’s there. In my head. Always talk, talk, talk, like he thinks he can really change me. I want him—it—gone.”


  Dr. Amraj blinked. “Why are you whispering? Isn’t your mentor here now?”


  Ali looked surreptitiously around the room.


  “No.”


  Yes, the voice in his head said. Ali groaned.


  “I understand,” Dr. Amraj told him, not unkindly. “I think the key is acceptance. Why not believe what your mentor is telling you? Trust the Unity. They say they’ve come to help us, and look what they’ve done for us already. With their help, we can learn how to feed our starving, clothe our poor, coexist peacefully. We can journey to the stars! All it needs is an attitude adjustment before we’re ready to do those things. Your mentor is there to help.”


  Ali narrowed his eyes. “That’s your mentor telling you to say those things!”


  The doctor gave a little shake of his head.


  “Your mentor is here, right?”


  The pause before the doctor spoke was answer enough. “It wasn’t so hard to adjust, you know. I’m lifted now.”


  Ali stared at the man.


  “Really? Your mentor has gone?”


  Dr. Amraj nodded, but his smile was wistful. “Our numbers grow every day.”


  Ali stood to leave. “It was a mistake coming here. I’ll find another way—because I want him gone. I want to be left alone.”


  “You will be. But . . . it’s going to take some people longer than others.”


  Ali stalked out of the room.


  You heard the man. Work with me here, pal, G’loh said.


  * * *


  Everything changed.


  Folk spent as much time conversing with their mentors as they did with family, friends, or work colleagues. More, in some cases. The conversations were mostly silent of course because the mentors weren’t really there, projections—invisible and undetectable to everyone except their human target. It didn’t matter if you spoke aloud or used internal dialogue, the exchange was just as effective.


  Ali hated it. Now when he picked up his fares, there was little chance of making small talk. His days dragged. His passengers would have that thousand-yard stare—meaning they were deep in some private conversation with their mentor, probing the darkest recesses of their psyche, bootstrapping themselves into a more rounded, caring, rational being, worthy of membership in a pangalactic community.


  Or they were on their phones. There was still that, of course.


  Not that the first fruits of the Unity weren’t leaving their mark. Engineers had been gifted with key advances in cutting-edge artificial-intelligence algorithms. It brought astonishing breakthroughs in predictive modeling, diagnostics, and decision-making across many different fields. Flourishing economic markets brought stability. Revolutionary personalized drug therapies transformed treatment programs for many of the long-term sick. Overnight, it became clear that political decision-making could no longer be driven by polemic: now there were robust and ultrareliable socioeconomic models proven to be accurate time and time again. Doing the right thing hardly required any decision-making at all. Politicians could ignore and rail against those models (and they did), but doing so consigned them to the same class of idiot that flat-earthers and moon-landing conspiracy theorists had once had all to themselves.


  “Aren’t we supposed to discover all this stuff by ourselves? Aren’t you supposed to just observe and not interfere?” Ali asked. He grasped for a dimly remembered media reference. “Isn’t there a prime directive or something?”


  “No,” G’loh said. “Doesn’t work. Too many species ended up destroying themselves no matter how many subtle nudges were applied. This way, humanity gets to fulfil the rightful destiny of all intelligent beings—and the rest of us don’t get rowdy neighbors.”


  “What if we don’t? Adjust, I mean?”


  “Every species does. It’s just a question of time.”


  “What about me. Suppose I can’t? Do you stay in my head forever?”


  G’loh’s presence gave a little shiver that Ali had come to recognize as a sigh. “You’ll come good. You’re not a bad human. Maybe a little set in your ways, that’s all. Just . . .”


  “What?”


  “Just don’t be the last human to get lifted.”


  “Why not?” He had a sudden mental image of the Unity as gardeners, cultivating and nurturing emerging sentient species. But didn’t gardeners have to be ruthless sometimes, culling individual specimens that were weak or deformed? A sudden, nameless fear gripped Ali.


  “Because,” G’loh said, “it would be embarrassing. A poor reflection on me. And you wouldn’t want that, would you?”


  * * *


  Ali lost his job not long after. Now that self-driving cars had proven safer than human-driven ones, who needed taxi drivers? It depressed him, as so many of the changes did.


  Not all of it was bad, of course. The impact of major initiatives, backed by Unity technology, was starting to be felt. Crop production was flourishing in famine-afflicted parts of the world. Carbon-sequestering plants were springing up around the globe, and there was even talk of bringing forward climate-change targets. Cheap energy from prototype fusion plants was rewriting the global economic rules and establishing a fairer basis for all.


  And this was just the start. These were crumbs from the table. A down payment on the bright future that was waiting. The Unity had promised humanity the stars, and they would deliver—just as soon as humanity was ready.


  And yet . . . Ali couldn’t help wishing for the bad old days. Everything had seemed less complicated. Does that make me a bad person?


  He hadn’t spoken the thought aloud, but G’loh answered him anyway. No. It just means you’re stubborn. Not ready yet.


  “Suppose I’m never ready?”


  Relax. I’m here to mentor you 1-2-1. For as long as it takes.


  But that wasn’t the kind of reassurance Ali wanted.


  While humanity’s future grew increasingly brighter, Ali’s seemed to darken. Without a job, slipping into depression was easy. His days were empty and purposeless. Everything was changing around him so fast, and yet he felt cut off, isolated in a little eddy that spun him round and round, while the river of humanity surged onwards. He tried talking to family and friends, but it only made him feel worse when he realized how many of them were already lifted. His brother, for example—an irascible and condescending man at the best of times—was scarcely recognizable to him: a paragon of reason and tolerance. Everyone he spoke to was, without exception, kind and sympathetic and understanding—and no use to him at all.


  Talk to me, G’loh said. It’s the reason I’m here.


  “Go away. Get out of my head.”


  * * *


  One year—to the day—since the first calendar invitation, nearly three billion phones chimed with a new notification.


  Transformation confirmed!


  Please be ready to make your way to the departure gate when called.


  And two weeks later, when the first wave of glowing, blue-tinged portals opened in New York, Los Angeles, Delhi, Johannesburg, London, Prague, Melbourne, Moscow, Kuala Lumpur, Tokyo, Shanghai, and Hong Kong—people did, in the millions. The queues were often long but always good-natured. Most traveled in family groups or with friends, although some chose to journey alone. They traveled light—maybe a backpack with a few items of personal value but little more. It took but a moment to step through onto the soil of some distant world where fabulous sights and unimaginable experiences awaited. People spoke in awed tones of vast floating crystal cities glowing with internal light, nudged by the prevailing winds across an endless ocean world; half-g planets where the forests grew skyscraper tall, and a planet-wide infrastructure was built in the canopy layer, while primitive species of sauropods roamed free on the forest floor beneath. So much to see! So much to experience!


  And it only took a moment to step back to Earth.


  You’ll be able to go soon, G’loh said. You’re making progress. Just a little knot of . . . something . . . holding you back.


  “Not interested.”


  Oh, but you will be! Wait until you bathe in the lavender lakes under the triple sun of Adelphos-8! Or watch the sand breakers crash against the mile-high cliffs on Sankerat III during storm season!


  “No, thank you. Please! Just leave me alone.”


  But G’loh couldn’t do that. He was bound to his contract as a mentor.


  Ali knew it and despaired.


  * * *


  The populations of Earth drained away like water from a cracked bathtub. For those not yet lifted, and who therefore remained behind, life changed in dramatic ways. For one thing, automation played an increasingly important role. There simply weren’t the people around anymore to do the things that people had always done.


  Ali found ways to cope. He helped out a couple of mornings a week in a local hospice, wheeling the frail and the house-bound onto the lawns to enjoy some sun, folding linen, serving endless cups of tea, making conversation. The Unity had brought cures for many common diseases, and there was even talk of ways to extend natural lifespan, but the sad irony was that for those already in terminal decline, even Unity technology had its limitations.


  Ali was delighted when he discovered Patricia was a hospice resident. How long had it been since that fateful morning driving her to hospital? As he set a cup of tea down by the side of her chair, she gripped his arm with surprising strength. “Beat off that old bugger Big C with a stick, didn’t I? Ha! Not so sure I can outwit Father Time, though.” She did indeed look quite frail to Ali.


  “I wouldn’t put anything past you, Pat.”


  She sniffed. “Show an old lady some respect. That’s Patricia to you, young man,” but her eyes twinkled as she said it.


  Robot workers took over more and more of the duties as regular staff numbers declined. They were reliable and efficient, and the smartest of them could engage residents in meaningful conversations every bit as convincingly as human staff used to. Even so, Ali found that many appreciated having a real person around, one that they could smile at and play cribbage with, and complain to about the weather.


  The day came when he realized he was the only human left working there.


  “You were right,” he told G’loh. “When you first arrived—you called it an invasion, and that’s exactly what it was. Look at Earth now. Most of its people are gone. Everything’s changed, the old ways swept aside. Society has been destroyed.”


  G’loh was silent for a long time. Ali wondered if he was angry.


  We came to save you.


  “From what?”


  From yourselves. We’ve lifted you up, helped you achieve the destiny that is rightfully yours. It’s a liberation, not an invasion.


  “Couldn’t we have done that by ourselves?”


  Perhaps. But such long odds! It’s no different for most of the other sentients we lift.


  Long odds or not, Ali wished it could have been done differently. Invasion or liberation? The answer would seem to depend on who underwent the greater transformation and who was the agent of change.


  * * *


  “Patricia? There’s something I want to ask you.”


  Ali had delighted in discovering a way to override the automation settings on one of the hospice’s electric vehicles. On a particularly glorious summer’s day, he’d driven the old lady out into the countryside, parking up in a beauty spot where they could look out across the South Downs and the green wilderness that was gradually reclaiming the landscape. He had thrilled to the rumble of the tarmac, feeling it coming up through the vestigial steering wheel. It reminded him of the old days.


  She half turned in the seat, fixing him with a stare that was still steely, even after eighty-seven years. “Don’t get ideas, young man. Not on a first date.”


  Ali laughed—and that felt good, probably because he hadn’t done so in a long time.


  “Are you lifted?”


  Patricia considered the question. “There are no voices in my head if that’s what you’re asking.”


  “Were there ever?”


  She stared out at the rolling hills for a while. “Did they ever teach you what the strongest substance in the universe is? Near unbreakable?”


  “Diamonds? Titanium?”


  “An old lady’s determination.” Patricia cackled, and Ali grinned. “I don’t doubt there’s a whole universe out there, mind—and I wish the young folk good luck with it. But I’m content with what I’ve got right here. Call me stubborn, but nobody’s going to persuade me otherwise.” She beckoned him closer. “You’re a stubborn old cuss too. I can see it in you. Don’t let them take that away. Hold fast to your principles.”


  He patted her arm. “Patricia. You are a marvel!”


  Stubborn. Yes, he rather liked that about himself. Seven and a half billion people had left now. Only the stubborn like him remained behind: a tiny, tiny percentage. It occurred to him that by any reasonable definition of the word, the ‘invasion’—if there had ever been one—had actually happened in the opposite direction.


  You hear that, G’loh? You’ve worked so hard to lift us up to your level, but did you ever think about it the other way round? You’d better hope the rest of the universe is ready to face people like Patricia.


  Because she was right. A certain stubbornness maybe wasn’t such a bad thing. And maybe it was time to go out into the universe and kick ass!


  Ali waited, giving G’loh the opportunity to chip in with some gently chiding remark.


  But there was only silence in that part of his mind.


  He had a vague sense of . . . space. Like the empty aura left behind in a room when a friend has departed. How long had he been feeling that way? Maybe a while now.


  G’loh?


  There was no reply. Oh blessed silence!


  He felt . . . ready.


  And today felt like a great day to start being an agent of change.


  


  Oh yes, there was an invasion coming all right. He’d make sure of that.


  


  


  DAVID CLEDEN
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  THE OCEAN-EYED BOY


  by Timothy Mudie | 2,600 words


  HIS PARENTS DON’T name him the Ocean-Eyed Boy on the day he’s born, but they could. When the mucus clears from his lungs, he squalls in chittering singsong squeaks like a dolphin greeting a pod mate. Shell fragments appear in the meconium that stains his first diaper.


  His parents hold him and whisper sweet tones, stroking his downy head and kissing his wrinkled fingers. In his unfocused eyes, they see eddying currents, flickers of silver fins, the languid ripple of an octopus’s tentacle. Mother and father murmur confusion to each other, which is quickly buried by the tidal wave of love and devotion that washes over them.


  While the mother sleeps and recovers from her labor, the father balances his son’s head on his bare chest and makes him promises.


  I love you more than anything in this life, he says. And: I will never let anything bad happen to you. And: You are my son, and you are perfection.


  The Ocean-Eyed Boy opens his toothless mouth, and the sound that comes out is waves rushing across a pebbly seafloor.


  * * *


  Graciously, the doctors allow the Ocean-Eyed Boy’s parents the night with their son before they collect him for tests. It’s understandable that they would need to examine the boy—by all appearances, there seems to be an ocean where his brain should be; it would be inconceivable not to examine him.


  Clad in the same papery surgical scrubs that they wore while the baby was delivered, mother and father watch doctors poke and prod their son. The doctors shine lights into his eyes and peer at them, then repeat the process with mouth and nostrils. They draw blood from his rubber-band-thick arms, swab saliva from a mouth emitting mournful whale song. They curl his body into a tiny C and insert a long needle between two vertebrae so they can draw spinal fluid. The boy’s father and mother sob and gasp throughout the process, but neither reflects on the fact that their tears, too, are composed of saltwater.


  * * *


  For the first months of his life, the Ocean-Eyed Boy lives in a series of hospitals. While his parents should be welcoming their son home in a sleep-deprived haze, changing diapers and checking the baby’s breathing twenty times a night and subsisting on dropped-off casseroles, they instead live in the hospital, eating bland cafeteria food and sleeping on a pull-out couch in a converted waiting room. They never wake feeling rested. They spend every minute they can watching their son, sitting next to his plastic bassinet and watching his little chest rise and fall. They hold him whenever they are allowed. They cringe at every invasive procedure that is performed until the boy’s mother can’t take it anymore and begins to leave the room when the research doctors enter. The Ocean-Eyed Boy’s father refuses to leave, demands that he be allowed to bear witness to every indignity imposed upon his son.


  Eventually, the boy’s parents push back enough and demand an end to the testing enough times that the researchers throw up their collective hands. The boy’s head contains an ocean. Seemingly boundless, utterly inexplicable. Talented as the scientists are, they reach the limits of their exploratory abilities.


  When he is three months old, the Ocean-Eyed Boy smiles for the first time. When he is three months old, his overjoyed and fearful parents finally bring him home.


  * * *


  Because he was formula-fed for the first months of his life, the Ocean-Eyed Boy does not breastfeed now. His parents take turns giving him his bottle every three hours. Sharks glide across his eyeballs as he suckles. Sperm whales battle giant squid in such intense displays that the boy’s father gets distracted and lets the nipple fall from the boy’s lips. Formula spills down his cheeks and onto the father’s pants. The father mutters something that has the inflection of a curse but is not a word as he readjusts the bottle. When he looks back into his son’s eyes, orcas sway by.


  What do these animals breathe? he wonders. Is there a surface to this ocean inside his son’s head where the sea mammals breach and replenish their oxygen? Will he ever get any answers? Will the Ocean-Eyed Boy ever explain what he feels, what he sees, what he is? Will he ever be able to?


  Every time the Ocean-Eyed Boy tries to coo at his father, the sound that comes out is bubbles popping.


  * * *


  I don’t think I’m bonding with him the way I should be, the Ocean-Eyed Boy’s mother says.


  There’s no should be to it, his father replies. Parenthood is like love or faith in God—there’s no set of rules to how it unfolds.


  I don’t think I’m bonding like I should be, the Ocean-Eyed Boy’s mother says.


  * * *


  Two years later, the Ocean-Eyed Boy doesn’t speak, at least not human words. If meaning resides behind his dolphin squeals and scuttling-claw babbles, his father can’t comprehend it. His mother no longer lives with them, rarely visits, and so doesn’t have to worry about understanding or not.


  Every day, his father commutes to a large financial services company. His father can’t leave him home alone while he works, and so a succession of nurses spend their days caring for the boy, while his father drafts and proofreads all company emails about health insurance benefits and reminders of changes to vacation-time policy. During his lunch breaks, he jots novel ideas and character sketches into a spiral notebook. None of his premises are as interesting as a boy born with an entire ocean inside his skull.


  Back home, he feeds his son, talks to him about his day. During the hours alone together, the Ocean-Eyed Boy’s father performs a running monologue where he outlines his dreams of writing a book about a boy like his son and outlines his fears about the mounting medical and home-care costs. When his father returns home, he often finds the various nurses staring into his son’s eyes, mouths agape as they observe coelacanths and anglerfish and myriad bizarrely glowing deep-sea species. The spectacle is beautiful, but sometimes his father wishes the Ocean-Eyed Boy’s eyes were white and brown like his own.


  Every few months there are emails or phone calls or the occasional front-step visitor offering his father a large cut of the profits they could make by displaying the boy to the public. For a very reasonable fee, gawkers would surely pay to gaze into the boy’s eyes and view the wonders of the seas in close-up miniature. His father deletes the emails, hangs up the telephone, closes the front door in their faces.


  Bills mount. The Ocean-Eyed Boy’s medical concerns and complications are not the sort that health insurance covers. His father writes a book about the boy, about their life together. The triumphs and tribulations. How they communicate without words. How he truly believes that his son understands and loves him. Many of the literary agents that he submits it to don’t respond. One does, willing to take it on, though he argues it should be fully illustrated.


  It’s really more of a visual story, don’t you think? he says.


  His father says that to put his son on display like that would be exploitative.


  One publishing house makes an offer on the book. The advance covers three months of medical bills. The book fails to sell. His father never earns back his advance, and soon the book appears on discount tables.


  His father takes a second job. A third. He sells every one of his possessions that doesn’t directly contribute to keeping his son’s well-being. Weighs salaries against what he spends on home care for the Ocean-Eyed Boy while he’s working. The scales continue to tilt more dramatically, and never the way he wishes they would.


  When the next wave of emails and phone calls and visitors arrive, his father doesn’t reject them out of hand. He’ll hear what they have to say, he tells the Ocean-Eyed Boy. Just to keep his options open. They need the money, and as long as it’s handled with dignity, it won’t be so bad. Right?


  * * *


  Popcorn and flashing lights and clanging bells. A carnival sprouts up inside a strip-mall storefront that once housed a nail salon. Forever, it will smell faintly of astringent polish remover.


  Crowds wind through roped lines to gawp at the ocean behind the Ocean-Eyed Boy’s eyelids. All day, he stands stock still, eyes wide, while strangers pass by, each allotted five minutes per ticket. Two at a time, one at each eye. Rarely, they speak to him, giggling if he answers in sea-robin barks or the clatter of lobster shells.


  His father observes all of this from a remove. He doesn’t let himself think about what his son might be feeling as the endless customers parade by, oohing and aahing about blue whales and great whites and manta rays and loggerhead turtles. At home, feeding his son, giving him baths, brushing his teeth, reading him stories, tucking him into bed, his father tries to avoid looking into his son’s eyes. When he does, the magic seems diminished somehow. Polluted.


  The Ocean-Eyed Boy can’t see into his own eyes. His father wonders what the boy sees when he glimpses them in a mirror, if he sees the same thing as everyone else, but it doesn’t surprise or excite or baffle him. An ocean exists inside his head. Does the Ocean-Eyed Boy understand what the big deal is?


  * * *


  Eventually, no matter how astounding an attraction may be, its novelty and appeal fade. His father watches their savings dwindle. No matter how many extra hours he works, even when he takes a second job, the money flows out of his account as quickly as he can replenish it.


  Normally, a child of the Ocean-Eyed Boy’s age would be in kindergarten by now. Daycare costs would subside, but the Ocean-Eyed Boy can’t go to a traditional school, and when his father calls alternative and specialty schools and attempts to enroll him, they all make excuses for why they can’t accommodate him.


  You don’t need school anyway, his father says to him while spoon-feeding him applesauce. What with all the schools swimming around in your head.


  It’s not often that his father jokes these days, and his father’s sudden laughter surprises them both. His father puts down the spoon and holds the Ocean-Eyed Boy’s hands in his own. He kisses his son’s palms. He cries and contemplates overdraft fees and credit limits. You are my son, and you are perfection, he says. And: I love you more than anything in this life. And: I will never let anything bad happen to you. I will never let anything bad happen.


  * * *


  It won’t hurt, his father tells the Ocean-Eyed Boy. All the doctors I’ve talked to promise me that it won’t hurt.


  He doesn’t mention that all of those doctors are on the payroll of the oil company that has licensed speculation and drilling rights in the boy’s head. It pays more than the book sale and all the ticket sales combined by several orders of magnitude.


  There’s an entire ocean inside that head of his, they say. A thriving ecosystem. Think of the untapped resources, all the potential bottled up in that reality-defying skull. Why, there must be a floor to that ocean, and who knows what lies below that. Maybe it will even help him. Maybe the water and seaweed and countless fish will all drain out. Maybe, after this, the Ocean-Eyed Boy will be normal.


  The Ocean-Eyed Boy doesn’t know whether there is a floor or if the ocean goes on forever. Neither does his father. All the hours he’s spent staring at his son and he’s never seen anything that implies there’s a limit to the water inside the boy’s head. It seems to him that he’s never spotted the same fish or whale twice.


  A jellyfish floats through the boy’s right pupil, trailing tentacles like crepe birthday-party streamers.


  Hey, where’s the peanut-butter fish? his father jokes, his voice straining not to crack. The Ocean-Eyed Boy doesn’t groan at the terrible pun because he can’t. His father breathes slowly so he won’t cry. Soon, the doctors will come into the surgical theater, flanked by speculators and geologists and men whose specialties lie not in medicine but in sniffing out profit. His father’s cut will provide for the Ocean-Eyed Boy to live out his life as happily and comfortably as possible, even when his father is no longer around to take care of him. The Ocean-Eyed Boy’s father swears he will do anything for his son. Apparently, this sometimes means going against every instinct in his body. Sometimes it means shattering his own heart.


  * * *


  His father has the option of watching the procedure, and he fully intends to do so. They won’t let him stand with his son and hold his hand, but he can observe from outside the room as doctors insert a thin, flexible carbon-silicone tube through the Ocean-Eyed Boy’s tear duct and plumb the depths of his skull.


  He can’t do it.


  While the doctors prep the Ocean-Eyed Boy for surgery, his father paces the hallway. He hasn’t heard from the boy’s mother in years, but he wishes she were there with him now. Wishes that the boy had doting grandparents or a kindly uncle or someone, anyone, who could be there for support. All these years, it has only ever been the Ocean-Eyed Boy and his father.


  What comes next? After this, what will his father allow people to do to the Ocean-Eyed Boy? What compromises will he make with his conscience? How much must he betray his son? What promises will he have to break next?


  He can’t do it.


  The Ocean-Eyed Boy lies strapped to a surgical table when his father bursts into the operating theater, loudly demanding that the oil-company-paid doctors and spectating surgical residents and everyone else cease what they’re doing. That he’s changed his mind. That he is taking his son, and they are going home.


  The doctors ignore him and plunge the thin, flexible carbon-silicone tube into the boy’s head.


  A drop of water squirts out. A trickle. A stream. A deluge. An ocean.


  * * *


  It never stops. When the doctors puncture the Ocean-Eyed Boy’s eye, it releases the ocean inside his head, and everything inside spills out. Humpback whales and hammerhead sharks, catfish and dogfish, plankton and krill, aholehole and zebra fish. They gush from his skull and expand to their full size, swimming away in the water that flows out the door. His father holds the Ocean-Eyed Boy close as the water rises over them, as the boy’s ocean enfolds them both.


  The Ocean-Eyed Boy’s father whispers to his son. I love you more than anything in this life. I am sorry for the bad things that I brought to you. I will never let anything bad happen to you ever again. You are my son, and you are perfection.


  


  In the ocean that spans the globe, there are countless sea creatures. More species of fish than there are names for them. There is one Ocean-Eyed Boy. There is one father. Floating together in the middle of a warm and boundless ocean.


  TIMOTHY MUDIE
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  DARNED SOCKS


  by Brendon Taylor | 9,700 Words


  VENYA MADE ART with needle and thread—hooks and yarn. Lace and tapestry designs filled her imagination. However, demand for such in the ice-harvesting village of Durmont only slightly exceeded the need for butterfly wranglers. Venya spun wool from her dwindling flock, knitted caps and sweaters, and darned socks. Art yielded to need, much as it had for all of her seven decades in the north.


  A knock on her sturdy door disturbed dust motes in the slivers of light that slipped through gaps around the frame. She would need to tack new wool strips around it before winter arrived in earnest. Her deft fingers gripped the gnarled staff that served as her stability and security. Releasing the latch, she leaned on the staff with its carved memories and winced.


  In the open doorway shivered little Linford Bluett, muddy pantlegs frayed above boots that were broken at the toe, and woolen socks split to allow a bluing big toe to peek through both. His canvas coat sleeves dripped.


  “Come in, child,” Venya said. “Settle near the hearth and take off your boots and socks if you can.”


  Linford nodded and scampered to the rug near the fireplace. “Your home was closest, Grandmum.”


  Venya was no more a grandmother to this child than she was to any other in the village, but she welcomed them all to call her Grandmum since she had been blessed with no children of her own. Even though Linford’s family was new to the area, he already knew her by this name. “Closest to what?” she said, putting a kettle of water over the fire. She took his wet coat and hung it on a peg where her husband’s coat normally hung.


  “The river bottoms,” Linford said with a shaky voice.


  “Oh, dear,” Venya said, “you’re turning to ice.” Giving no thought to the mud it might collect, Venya wrapped her thickest afghan around Linford’s shoulders and called out to the back room of the home. “Franklin, would you help us at the fire?”


  A modest clatter announced Franklin’s entrance. Tufts of white hair adorned a mostly bald pate, growing like bunchgrass clumps made of cotton. The broad smile on the old man’s face contrasted with a backbone as crooked as his gnarled staff, which, like Venya’s, bore intricate carvings. Only one blank space near the tip had not been carved. “Who is us? Company, yes?”


  Venya scooted a three-legged stool near the boy’s feet. “Fetch the lamp, Franklin, and you will see that this is Linford Bluett, and by the looks of him, he fell through some ice and got soaked to his thighs. His fingers are too numb to help pull off his boots and socks, but they both need mending. Would you be an elf and cobble a repair on the toe of this boot?”


  “I haven’t shrunk that much, my dear,” Franklin said with a gleam in his eye as he pulled a stick from the fireplace and set its glowing end to the wick of their good lamp. The resulting light revealed the boy’s fading pallor and involuntary shaking. “By the looks of him, you might put a pot of broth on the fire as well.”


  Venya nodded and crowded their iron pot onto the grate next to the kettle. “That was last night’s broth, but it’ll warm soon enough.” The boot squeaked loose, and before long, both boots sat on the hearth to dry. The socks soaked in a basin of hot water. “Once I scrub the socks, I’ll set to mending the one with the hole.” She worked the socks in the water until she was satisfied, and then she considered the bowl. “The water looks clean enough to soak your feet in.” She helped Linford put his shivering feet in the warm water.


  “Feels like a hundred pins!” He lifted his feet out of the water, sloshing some on the floorboards.


  “Try again, slowly putting in one foot at a time,” Venya said.


  “Sorry about the mess,” he said with a dry husk of a voice.


  “No worries, child. While your socks are drying, why don’t you tell us why you were crunching through thin ice at the river bottoms.” Venya pulled a basket near and selected a needle and ball of yarn.


  Franklin checked the boot in need of repair, but he returned it to the hearth with a frown.


  “I didn’t mean to go out on the ice,” Linford said. “We know it’s too thin.”


  “Then why did you?” Venya asked as she threaded the needle and set to work on the toe of the sock.


  Linford tugged the afghan around himself, but he said nothing. At least a hint of color returned to his cheeks.


  “Bet it were for a girl.” Franklin chuckled as he pulled a small mallet and box of tacks from the workbench in the back room.


  Venya had not heard him go back there. The old fellow was a sliver spryer than she credited. “Don’t tease, Franklin.”


  “Were it, lad?” he asked earnestly as he returned to the hearth.


  “Yes,” Linford said. “But not to impress her.”


  “For certain not,” Franklin said with a wink.


  Linford shook his head. “Joneth stole Elsie’s basket and kept it from her. She’d spent all morning gathering nuts.”


  Venya nodded. “Snow will cover them all soon enough. Good to put up what you can while you can.”


  “I tried to help, but Joneth threw the basket out on the ice before I could fetch it from him.” Linford looked down. “Thought it was shallow. Thought if it cracked, I’d just get a wet foot.”


  “And you’d look the hero to young Elsie, eh?” Franklin said.


  “She’s my friend.” Linford shrugged.


  “There’s a smart lad,” Venya said. “It’s good that you came here. You wouldn’t have made it to your home in the valley.” Venya shook her head and then leaned down close to Linford. “And that’s not the only reason it was good.”


  “Why else?” asked Linford. “Because of the broth? It smells good.” 


  “The yarn I used to mend your sock is very special. I will explain why while you fill your stomach with some bread and broth.” 


  She stood and used her staff to walk over to the kitchen cupboard. Putting a crust of bread on a plate, she added a small bowl and returned to the hearth. The broth was thin and brown, but it smelled like a roasted rack of lamb as she ladled it into the bowl. “Sorry, but that’s the last of the bread.”


  Linford’s sounds of delight as he ate a bite of broth-sopped bread made Venya smile, adding only the happiest of wrinkles to an already well-mapped face. She held up the other sock, wrung out the little moisture that remained, and clucked her tongue. “If we don’t do something about this small gap, your other big toe will stick out before winter reaches its coldest.” She pulled out her yarn and needle.


  Franklin sat on the hearth next to Linford. “Let me show you how to mend this boot so that you might be able to do it yourself next time.”


  Linford nodded, his mouth full of bread.


  Venya darned the small gap in the sock with swift, steady pulls. “Young man, I want to tell you about my special yarn. Can you listen to my story and also watch Franklin?”


  Linford swallowed hard, his cheeks now back to an almost healthy hue. “Yes, Grandmum. Your broth is delicious.”


  Venya smiled. “The yarn, then. I spin all of my yarn from the wool our sheep provide. Recently, their numbers have dwindled as winters seem to grow longer each year. Fewer sheep means less wool and less yarn. Can you see how that would be a problem for me?”


  Linford nodded as he wiped his mouth, having just finished the broth from the bowl.


  “Last week, I knew I was not going to have enough wool or yarn to last the winter. We were down to three sheep.” She leaned closer to Linford, trying to read something in his eyes, before continuing, “I explained this to the sheep.”


  “What?” Linford said. “You talk to sheep?”


  “Of course,” Venya said as though it was normal as the dew in springtime. “Certain sheep make better conversation than some men.” She arched an eyebrow at Franklin, who was too busy tapping tacks into the boot to notice.


  Linford laughed out loud.


  Venya finished darning the second sock and set it next to its mate on the hearth. “The strangest thing happened when I finished telling the sheep I was about out of yarn. Violet, my oldest sheep—who hasn’t born young in three years—walked right up to me and told me something I will cherish to the end of my days—”


  “Wait,” Linford said, holding his hands up. “Did you say the sheep talked to you?”


  “Yes.”


  “Using words?”


  “Naturally.”


  Franklin chuckled. “Our young friend finds your story completely unnatural.”


  Linford nodded his agreement.


  “Do you want to hear what Violet said?” Venya smiled, enjoying the warmth of the hearth on her back. Seeing the young man continue to nod, she said, “Violet told me she had lived more days than ever she wanted. She said life at the cottage yard had been good. In gratitude for our care of her and her lambs, she wanted to give me a gift.”


  Linford shook his head. “What gift can a sheep give?”


  “I’m getting to that,” Venya said, concern lines starting to crease her brow. “She said she wanted to sacrifice herself so that we would have a nice fleece to make yarn and food to survive the winter.”


  Linford’s half smile faded. He said nothing.


  “I should have warned you that there is sadness in this story,” Venya said. “I apologize for that.”


  Franklin finished the boot and returned it to the hearth by the socks. He patted the young man on the shoulder.


  “You told her no, didn’t you?” Linford asked in the dry husk voice.


  Venya took a deep breath. “Before I could have even rejected her offer, Violet knelt in front of me, closed her eyes, and passed away.”


  Linford’s eyes reddened and became glossy.


  “However,” Venya said, “there are some important things to learn from this story that you have not yet considered. Violet wanted to give herself to people she loved. Her sacrifice would allow us to live through the winter. We would then be able to care for the other sheep—her lambs. Often, the hardest part of service and sacrifice is not the giving, but the accepting.”


  “The yarn you used on my socks came from Violet’s fleece?” Linford asked.


  “Yes,” said Venya. “That is what makes it special. There is power in such a sacrifice when one gives a part of oneself. It is a form of magic.”


  “Magic is not real,” Linford said.


  Venya smiled. “It is as real as talking sheep.”


  The boy shook his head.


  “Let’s make a bargain,” Venya said. “You wear your mended socks and boots through this winter and if they do not keep your feet as warm as my hearth on the coldest of days, I shall agree that there is no such thing as magic. However, if they do keep your feet warm, you keep your heart and mind open to the magic of sacrifice and love. Fair?”


  “Fair.” Linford looked over at Franklin, who was carving the image of a kneeling sheep into part of the blank space on his staff. “What are you doing?”


  Franklin smiled at him. “Let me ask you a question first and then I’ll answer yours. What do you think is the oldest thing in this home?”


  Linford looked around, furrowed his brow, and said, “You?”


  Franklin laughed so hard he started coughing, and he put a hand on his chest. “Close, no doubt. There aren’t many things in the whole valley older than me. But not correct.” He held the staff out to the boy. “Look at this carving of three wolves.”


  The boy looked confused. “Your staff is older than you?”


  “No, not the staff. It’s the image of those wolves—the story behind it—that lived long before I was born. The story about the wolves is a favorite from my grandfather. When the valley was first settled, Grandfather wintered in a cave to the east with my grandmother. They had just married and came to make a life in these mountains. That first winter, during a blizzard, three wolves tried to enter their cave, looking for a meal. Grandfather used his walking staff to hold the wolves out most of the night until they finally gave up.”


  Venya laughed. “Franklin loves to tell stories. You might have noticed. On these staves, he has carved the stories of our lives. When you have a few extra weeks, you ought to come back so my husband can regale you in earnest.”


  “I might. That was a cracking good story.” Linford looked out of the window and hurried to pull his socks and boots onto his feet. “I’m sorry, but I won’t have enough light to get home if I don’t leave now.”


  Venya took his jacket off the peg and handed it to him in exchange for the soiled afghan.


  He looked at it ashamed. “Want me to take it home so we can wash it for you?”


  “Very kind offer, Linford, but not necessary.” Venya felt cold, like winter’s fingers were reaching up through the floorboards to grasp her.


  “I don’t have any money, but my family can pay you for your help today.”


  “Mending socks is but a trifle. I would only charge a couple of copper pennies, but your company alone was worth more than that.” Venya smiled much more warmly than she felt.


  Linford nodded as he buttoned his coat. “Thank you both, Grandmum and . . . Grandpap.”


  Franklin closed the door behind the boy and clucked his tongue at his wife. “You added a gift of your own to Violet’s, didn’t you?”


  “How could I not?” Venya said, dropping to the stool and wrapping her afghan around her thin body, not worrying about the mud on it. “He was near to dying when he rapped on our door.”


  “He is a fine boy,” Franklin said, still standing by the door and appraising her. “It looks like a storm might be coming tonight. I’ll get some wood in from the stack and see if we can’t chase the chill out of you yet.”


  Venya nodded, not daring to speak for fear that her teeth might chatter.


  “Promise you’ll drink some of that broth?”


  She nodded again, wondering whether Linford realized where the broth had come from. Venya carefully ladled some into the same bowl Linford had used and drank slowly, feeling the warmth of Violet’s sacrifice reach deeper into her body than the hot drink could have managed on its own. The heat lingering in the bowl felt pleasant on her fingers.


  Franklin returned with a load of wood and dumped it near the fire. He stacked the half-dozen small logs and turned to go out again. 


  “Stop,” she said. “This is going to be a hard winter, love. Our stack of wood won’t last to halfway unless we ration it.”


  Franklin nodded and secured the door latch. Sitting on the hearth, he took the bowl from her hands, set it aside, and held both of her hands in his. “If you keep giving your work and wool away, we won’t be able to buy enough food to last the winter, either. Even with Violet’s sacrifice.” His voice was gentle, quavering with age, but compassionate.


  “I believe that if we give to the valley and its people, the valley will take care of us.”


  “And if it doesn’t?”


  “My mind is at peace that I’ve done right.”


  Franklin nodded and subtly pressed his hand to his chest.


  The following midmorning, Venya was proven right when a sleigh pulled by two stout draft horses with thick fringes of fur skirting their hooves trod through the snowy path leading to her cottage. Atop the driver’s seat sat Linford Bluett and his father, Willem. 


  “Hello, Grandmum,” Linford said, climbing into the back of the sleigh as soon as the horses stopped. The sleigh was long, with high sides made of strong timber—the kind used to haul blocks of ice to the lower valleys.


  Venya stood in the open doorway with her heaviest shawl wrapped tightly around her. “Good to see you feeling so well.”


  Linford untucked an oiled cloth covering the end of the sleigh as his father extended a warm greeting. Willem stood as tall as the top of the horses’ shoulders—few men in the north wood stood so tall. Or so broad. He walked to the now open rear of the sleigh and hefted a large sack onto each shoulder. Venya wagered each sack weighed more than Linford. The boy secured the cloth back down to cover whatever remained of their load.


  “I understand you saved my boy’s life yesterday.” Willem approached the doorway.


  “Won’t you come in?” Venya offered, stepping to the side. “Franklin, we have guests,” she called to the back of the cottage.


  Willem, now trailed by Linford, stooped and turned sideways to fit his load through the doorway that had never before looked so small.


  “What are the sacks for?” Venya asked, clearing a spot on the floor of the kitchen side of the room.


  “Like I said, you saved my boy’s life.” Willem carefully lowered the heavy bags to the floor.


  Venya could see the distinctive shapes of root vegetables under the cloth of one bag. The other was full of summer grain. She plopped down on the three-legged stool by the hearth, not knowing what to say. After a moment she said, “All I did was darn his socks and let him warm himself by our fire. The pleasure of his company was payment enough—this is too much.”


  Willem stood near her with a kind expression that seemed out of place on such a large man’s face. “’Tis an embarrassingly small price to pay for a boy I value so great. I think you diminish your gift—please accept our gratitude.”


  Franklin shuffled in from the back, his eyes bulging at the sight of the sacks. “Masters Bluett, I think what my wife means is that we thank you most sincerely.”


  Linford’s smile made his plain face quite handsome. “Grandmum said one of the hardest parts of service is accepting it.”


  “I did indeed,” Venya said, wiping her eyes with the corner of her shawl.


  Willem offered his hand, nearly as large as a newborn lamb, and Franklin shook it. Willem said, “Master storyteller, we look forward to hearing from you at the Gathering.”


  “That’s next summer, isn’t it?” Frank asked with a glimmer in his eyes.


  “Have you a story ready for the telling?”


  “Not yet, but I have all winter to craft one.” Franklin leaned on his staff. “Shall we put a kettle on for some pine nettle tea?”


  Willem shook his head. “We have one more stop to make and then I hope to cut some lumber before the light fails.”


  They said their goodbyes, and Linford gave Venya a tight hug. While they were close, he whispered, “I walked in the snow for most of the morning without my boots on. My feet stayed warm the whole time.”


  “That was unwise for such a smart boy—wear your boots.” Venya smiled at him with the recognition of deeper meaning shared as their eyes said goodbye.


  After Franklin latched the door closed and ambled over to stoke the fire, Venya embraced him and said, “With Violet’s sacrifice and the food from the Bluetts, we might just see the lilies in the spring after all.”


  “Don’t talk like that, love. We’ll manage like we always do. You said it yourself—the valley will provide.” Franklin hugged her back.


  She didn’t miss the worried glance he gave the small stack of the wood in the corner.


  * * *


  Nearly a month later, drifts of snow covered the back and north sides of the cottage, which blocked sunlight from the kitchen window. Venya missed the light but welcomed the blanket of powder that helped keep the home warm. Once again, she was huddled on the wobbly stool by the hearth when Franklin emerged from the back room, coat on and ax in hand.


  “You haven’t cut wood in over a year, love,” Venya said as she tried to stand. A chill shook through her and she sat back down.


  “Aye, but the stack is nearly gone, and we can’t ration any lower. You need more warmth to weave even a stitch.”


  “I make do,” she said.


  “You shiver throughout each day,” he said, leaning against the door. “You try to hide it, but it’s there. Besides, even if we continue at the current pace, we have but a couple of weeks’ worth of wood left.”


  Venya was about to say the valley would provide, but Franklin stumbled, grabbing at his chest and gulping for air. She found more than enough strength to help Franklin rest on the rug near the fire, propping him up with pillows and covering him with the quilt from their bed. She put a pot of broth on the fire and scrutinized her husband’s face. 


  “I’m better,” he insisted, still with little color to his skin.


  “A needle’s width better at most,” she said, taking the ax from beside the door and putting it near his workbench in the back room. At least his breathing was steady now.


  When she came back, Franklin was sitting up with his thin carving blade working into the blank spot on his staff. “It has passed,” he said, smiling.


  Venya looked deeply into his eyes until she was satisfied that what he had said was true. Weariness remained, but the look of pain was gone. She counted it a blessing that Franklin’s episode had happened while he was yet in the cottage and not out in the woods. 


  A sharp knock on the door drew her attention. She pulled her shawl tight and braced herself for the cold that rushed in as she pulled the door open.


  Linford stood knee deep in the snow with fear in his eyes. “It’s my father.”


  “Come in,” ushered Venya.


  Linford shook his head. “Can you come to our home?”


  Venya looked at Franklin and frowned upon seeing how weak he appeared, trying to sit up and drink the from the mug of broth that he held in both hands. She said, “Please come in for a moment only. I fear that Franklin needs me—”


  “I am well enough, love. I can hear need in the boy’s voice. I’ll nurse on this broth until I’m as sunny on the inside as a spring day. See if you can help him.” As if to prove his point, he sipped from his mug. “Mmm. I feel even better. Staying here is my sacrifice for Linford and Willem.”


  “Leave it to a wizened storyteller to use your words against you.” Venya tugged her heavy boots onto her feet and spoke to the boy. “Can you tell me the nature of the help your father needs?”


  Linford fidgeted as he waited. “Two weeks back, we were getting a load of wood up a steep slope near the Finger Creeks. His foot slipped as he swung the ax and he cut deep into his leg.”


  “I’m no healer, lad,” said Venya.


  “I know.” Linford looked at the floor while he told the next part. “Maddie Glenn is only good for helping with births and powdering willow bark for headaches. She bound up his leg until the healer from the city below could be fetched. That woman sewed his wound and gave him a poultice.” Tears dripped to the floorboards beneath Linford’s downturned face.


  “When did the healer come?” Venya gathered her coat, putting it on over the shawl.


  “Three days ago.”


  “Don’t be too frightened,” Venya said, patting her young friend on the shoulder. “A serious wound can take weeks to heal.”


  “That’s what the healer said.” Linford looked up at Venya, wiping the moisture with his sleeve. “But Father still can’t feel his leg. He can’t walk. And that’s not even the worst of it.”


  Venya had walked to her kitchen cupboard and found a bottle with a stopper top. With a quick tug, she opened it and set it on the hearth. “What is the worst part?”


  “He goes from burning with fever to chilling so bad that three blankets and the fire can’t chase the cold away.”


  While Venya ladled broth from the pot into the bottle, Franklin asked, “Did either the midwife or the healer leave willow bark for your father?”


  “Yes,” Linford said, “but they told him it was for the pain. Father says he can endure the pain.”


  Venya stoppered the bottle and grabbed her staff. “What am I forgetting?” she mumbled.


  “Your project bag,” Franklin said. Looking up at the boy, he added, “All stitchers like Ven can’t go anywhere without their project bag. Nothing like a ball of yarn and a needle to accompany a quiet moment.”


  “Yes, of course. Thank you, love.” She looked him over from head to toe, satisfied that the pallor of his skin and the shine in his eyes seemed to be decreasing. Crouching down near her stool, she found the ball of yarn she wanted, slipped it into the bag, and stuck a pair of long needles into her bound-up hair. “I think my arms are overfull, Linford. Would you help carry my bag out to your sleigh?”


  Linford nodded and shouldered the colorful wool project bag. “Do you think you can help him?” he said, not meeting her eyes.


  “I will do what I can,” Venya said, wishing she could promise more, but knowing from experience that unkept promises in moments like these could end friendships.


  “Here, lad,” Franklin said, “take this quilt and wrap it around Ven when she’s seated in your sleigh. Neither of us wants her to catch a chill on the way.”


  Venya started to protest, but Franklin cut in, “I have my coat and the afghan . . . and a warm fire.” The embers were meager, but the flames licking at the small log promised to keep the chill away.


  Venya stopped her protest, but she gave Franklin a concerned look before they kissed.


  Linford’s sleigh was smaller and much lighter than the one pulled by draft horses. The single horse looked to be a runner, which left her a bit concerned. Linford took time to wrap her completely in the quilt. He took care to make sure the bottle of hot broth was under the wrappings where she could hold it in her hands to keep them warm.


  “I was going to ask if you had any more of that broth,” Linford said as he settled into the driver’s position on the bench. “For my father, mind. I figured it out later that day you saved me. That broth came from Violet, didn’t it?”


  “Clever—yes.”


  “Good. My father needs some of that magic.”


  Venya said little in the half hour it took to reach the Bluett farm in the valley. The warmth of the bottle did not fail, and she kept from shivering too much. A lantern glowed through the front window as they approached Linford’s home. The cabin was more than twice the size of Venya’s cottage and even had a second story loft on the back half. A large square barn stood facing the house across the yard.


  “You go right in while I put the sleigh in the barn and the horse in her stall.” Linford sounded so confident for a young boy. He couldn’t have been more than ten. 


  Venya accepted his hand as she climbed down.


  “Don’t worry about your bag or the quilt. I’ll bring them in shortly.”


  “Your parents should be very proud of you, Linford.”


   “Thanks,” he murmured as Venya reached the door.


  She knocked politely.


  If Janna Bluett had more than a month left in her pregnancy, thought Venya as the matron opened the door, she’d eat her project bag—needles and all. Janna welcomed her and scooted out of the way so Venya could enter. 


  A blazing hearth filled the back half of the large room with light and radiated heat to the front. Venya welcomed the warmth like a beggar might a feast. Two young children scampered about the room, and a little girl toddled behind her mother’s skirt, stealing peeks at Venya. She offered them a smile. Up in the loft, two more faces poked out, lit by flickering flames. All of the children were younger than Linford.


   Willem lay on a cot near the fire, covered with blankets up to his chin. Glossy, dark eyes looked in the direction of the rafters but appeared unfocused. As Venya walked toward the man, using her staff to steady herself on legs stiff with cold, she could see his body that had been so hale tremor under its thick coverings.


  Venya said, “Janna, would you pull the top layers of blanket down to his stomach?”


  Janna waddled to her husband but looked back at Venya. “He complains of a chill that grips his bones. Are you sure?”


  Venya nodded. Janna’s red hair, hanging past her shoulders, reminded Venya of the flames just beyond and Venya’s own hair several decades ago—before it had silvered. Now it was becoming snow. “I have some broth I’d like him to drink, and I hoped he might try some of the willow bark powder with it.”


  Janna looked like she had a response, but she swallowed it. “Yes, Grandmum.” She pulled the blankets down, but Willem clamped his strong hands on them.


  “Too cold,” he said.


  Venya came close. “Remember me, Willem? It’s Venya. I helped Linford when he struggled with the cold, and now I’m going to help you.”


  “Didn’t fall in the river,” he said, but he let them lower the blankets.


  “Here, lean up a little on this pillow,” Venya said, pushing the largest one under his head as he raised it. The effort made him shake even more.


  “Very good,” she said. “Let’s give you a minute to regain your strength and try to sit you up a little more. I have some delicious broth for you.” She unstoppered the bottle and held it near his nose. 


  His eyes struggled to focus in response. “Grandmum?”


  “Yes, child.”


  Linford entered the house from the rear, leaving his winter clothing by the hearth and setting her quilt and bag down near the fire.


  Venya turned to the boy. “Would you fetch the willow bark for me and a spoon?”


  Linford looked at his mother first and then nodded at Venya.


  Venya turned back to Willem. “Can you lean up for me one more time while I move your pillow?”


  Willem’s eyes found the bottle, and he struggled up and toward it. Venya worked the pillow under his shoulders and propped it under his head.


  “Here, Willem,” Venya said, carefully putting the bottle near his mouth. She could smell the savory richness it contained, which made her own mouth water. “Just take a sip first so you can see how warm and delicious it is.”


  Venya touched his cheek when she lifted the bottle. She’d never felt warmer skin on a living person, which sapped her confidence like a blotter on ink. “Only drink a little.” She pulled the bottle away, but his strong hands tried to stop her. “Quick as a hummingbird, I’ll let you drink the rest, but first you have to swallow some medicine. Mind it will be bitter.”


  Willem seemed to understand.


  Linford opened the pouch of white-green powder and handed Venya the spoon.


  Venya took as much as she dared. The man was as big as a bear, so she justified giving him a heaping dose. She put the spoon near his mouth, praying that he didn’t knock it away as his focus ebbed. “Here is the medicine. Open and swallow it as fast as you can. The broth will wash the taste away. Ready?”


  His mouth opened halfway and she gave him the dose.


  By his expression, one might presume the willow bark tasted no better than sheep manure, but he did not spit it out. His fiery hands clasped over Venya’s as she put the bottle near his mouth. He drank deeply, draining the broth in a moment. A peaceful expression washed across his face as he leaned back against the pillows.


  “Let’s let him rest for a bit,” Venya said, restoppering the bottle. 


  “Linford,” Janna said, “please fetch a chair so Grandmum can sit near the fire and your father.”


  Venya was grateful, as her legs had started to tremble. The fire felt so welcoming that she almost removed her shawl.


  Linford put a chair where his mother directed and then gathered Venya’s quilt and bag from the hearth.


  “Thank you, lad,” Venya said, placing the quilt on her lap and tucking the empty bottle into the bag.


  Linford’s eyes darted to his father. “When will we know if he will get better?”


  “I don’t know what to expect. I’m a weaver, not a healer—but a person doesn’t grow as old as me without learning a few things.” She offered a weak smile, which was the most she could manage and still feel honest about it.


  In the ensuing moment of silence, as the eyes of six children and their mother studied the large man’s face from various vantage points throughout the room, Venya considered the Bluett family. The children, save Linford, were too small to be of any significant help on a farm. In the years to come, a large family would be a blessing in working the land. Now, they would require most of Janna’s effort themselves. Soon enough, she would have a newborn that would need her day and night.


  “Tell me,” Venya said, “what the healer said about Willem’s wound and when he might walk again.” She looked from Janna to Linford, neither of whom appeared eager to speak.


  Janna said, “Linford, will you please help the littles get washed up for bed at the kitchen basin?”


  Linford frowned, but then nodded. “Come on. All of you,” he said, urging until all of the children moved to the far side of the room near the basin.


  Janna scooted her own chair near Venya’s and whispered, “The healer from the city said Willem would not likely walk again—the wound was too deep.”


  Venya thought Janna incredibly strong to keep tears at bay as she spoke.


  Janna said, “If he doesn’t get past the fever . . .”


  “Let’s try to stay calm,” Venya said, seeing the children’s eyes on them. “No need to encourage that baby inside you to come out early and see the excitement for himself.”


  “Herself,” Janna said. “A mother gets hunches now and then—but you must know that.”


  Venya didn’t, but Janna probably didn’t know that yet, since their family was new. Instead of children of her own, she had gotten to be Grandmum to the valley. She had come to be satisfied with that lot. “While we are waiting to see what good the willow bark and broth accomplished, perhaps I could be of use. Old fingers grow stiff if not used.”


  “What did you have in mind?” Janna said, rubbing her lower back.


  “Did you keep the pants Willem was wearing when he cut his leg?”


  “Yes,” Janna said with questioning look. “I washed them—they’re his only pair.”


  “Do they still need mending?” Venya felt for the soft pine block in her bag where she kept her needles.


  Janna nodded. “But I can get to it.”


  “I have no doubt,” Venya said, “but I would feel better if I had something to work on while I wait. Besides, I remain in your family’s debt for all of the vegetables and grain Willem brought us.” She pulled out her finest ball of yarn and a needle. “See, I’m ready.”


  Linford fetched the pants, having already left the kitchen area for his parent’s room before his mother had asked him.


  Venya felt the strand of yarn between her forefinger and thumb, enjoying the feel and thanking Violet for her sacrifice with her thoughts. The children watched as she moistened the yarn in her mouth and pulled it to a fine tip through pressed lips. Then, she fit the yarn through the eye of the needle on the first try. 


  Shaking her head over the pants, Venya said, “The ax must have been sharp—it’s a clean slice. Not so good for the leg beneath, but it makes for an easier mend of the fabric.”


  Venya’s fingers had lost little of their deftness over the years and still held all of their confidence. She worked her way from one end of the cut to the other until the gap was closed tight. With a keen eye, she examined her work and nodded in satisfaction. The pants would always bear a scar, just like the leg beneath.


  “Fine stitching, Grandmum,” Willem mumbled from his bed.


  Venya’s breath caught on the intake as she saw his face. He was looking at her with beads of sweat dripping from his brow.


  “Grandmum, I thought I dreamed you were here,” he said with a cough. “So many strange dreams.”


  “Father,” Linford and a couple of the others chorused, then ran to hug the large man.


  “Careful,” Janna said, reaching out to make sure her husband was not buried under his offspring.


  After a long while of hugs and assurances, the children parted and allowed their father a little space. He kept one blanket over his lower half as he sat up on the cot and smiled at Venya. “You’ve even mended my pants.”


  “Have I?” teased Vanya.


  “Can you feel anything in your leg?” Linford asked hopefully, having remained nearest to his father.


  Willem moved his left foot under the blanket, but the right remained still. He shook his head with a frown. “Perhaps tomorrow. And if it doesn’t heal right, we’ll make me a crutch and see if I can’t do more work on one leg than any other man in this valley can do on two.” He coughed for a short while and took a few steadying breaths.


  Venya did not doubt the man could do just that, and by the looks on the faces of his family, they believed in him too. “Janna,” she said to the woman standing near Linford with her hands planted on her lower back, “does the dressing on his leg need to be changed?”


  “No, I changed it this afternoon.”


  Venya said, “That is good. When you do change the wrap, I would suggest washing the wound carefully with soap and water that has boiled long enough to turn a yolk solid.” She tried to stand, but her legs wobbled. She sat back down on the chair. “Give him a spoonful of willow bark powder if he gets a fever that lasts longer than an hour. I’d also keep him full of broth and soup.”


  Janna nodded. “If I forget any of that, I’m sure Linford will remind me.”


  “He is an extraordinary young man,” Venya said. “I hate to pull him away from his father just now, but I’d like to get home if he doesn’t mind taking me on the sleigh. And, as long as you are okay with him doing it on a cold night.”


  “As long as a storm isn’t nigh,” Janna said.


  “Stars are out,” Linford said with a yawn, “and no wind.”


  “Straight there and back home,” Janna said.


  Linford was already tugging on his boots and coat.


  A short while later, the boy poked his head through the door to let Venya know the sleigh was ready. She gripped her staff and by force of will rose to her feet, giving the blazing fire a quick, covetous look. With Janna’s help, she put on all of her layers and followed the boy to the sleigh.


  On the way home, Venya worried about Franklin and his episode that afternoon. She had expected Linford to travel by the light of a lantern, but the stars shone brightly, reflecting off the pristine snow and lighting their way.


  “Was the yarn you used to mend my father’s pants from Violet’s fleece?” Linford leaned close as he spoke.


  Worried that the icy night air might shrivel her words, Venya spoke loudly. “Yes.”


  Linford shook the reins, and the horse galloped faster, guiding the sleigh up the valley to Venya’s cottage near the woods. When they arrived, he insisted on helping her inside and carrying her bag.


  Venya could hardly feel her legs and arms for the cold of the night, so she welcomed the help, anxious to see her husband.


  Franklin lay near the hearth, covered by the afghan, with his chest rising and falling steadily. Letting out a relieved breath, Venya sat on the stool near hearth and husband.


  “Before I head back, I will stoke your fire,” Linford said firmly.


  There were only two logs left, which had been their ration to get through the night. Linford added them both to the fireplace before Venya could ask him to only add one. Then, he slipped out to restock the hearth. He came back with an armful and finished the task. “Thank you, Grandmum, for all you did for Father.” His voice was thick.


  “Remember,” she said, “the valley takes care of its people. Sometimes, it needs use of our hands to do it.”


  “I won’t forget,” Linford said as he closed the door behind himself.


  And he did not.


  Two days later, Venya and Franklin were cuddled under the quilt together by their hearth when they heard the sound of a sleigh stopping in front of their cottage. Venya leaned close to her husband, enjoying his warmth and the feel of his arms around her. When the knock on the door came, Franklin insisted on getting up to answer it. Venya shifted so she could sit up and see the door.


  “You’re looking fit as a spruce, Franklin,” said the deep baritone voice of Willem Bluett.


  If Venya was surprised at hearing the man near her door, she nearly fainted when he strode into the cottage with a bundle of wood over his shoulder. She watched his right leg, pleased that he wore the pants she had mended, and saw only the slightest bit of a limp in his gait. Something inside her heart had promised the man would be alright, but she had not expected it to happen so soon.


  Willem placed the wood in the rack next to the hearth before turning to Venya. Tears filled his eyes, and a smile filled the lower half of his face. He crouched near and wrapped his long arms around her. “Linford told me about Violet and her sacrifice. He’s got the whole family believing in magic.”


  “All of you?”


  “Yes. Even me.” He finally let go and looked at her wrapped in the quilt. “When I can’t explain how I crawled off death’s doorstep and back to my feet—after the best healer this side of the Calhoun Forest confirmed I would never walk again—that’s when I would look dumber than a plowshare to deny magic was real.” He looked her over and wrinkles lined his brow.


  “Don’t worry about me,” Venya said. “I couldn’t be happier to see you faring so well. How is Janna?”


  “She says every time she lays down to rest, the babe kicks her awake.” He smiled. “She insisted the first work I do was to restock your wood stack. I should get out there before Linford has all the work done.” He glanced at the meager fire and grabbed three hearty chunks of log from the rack. 


  “But should you be doing any work at all?” Venya smiled in anticipation of the pops and crackles the split wood would make. 


  “My father told me more than once that if the cow kicks you in the nose, go right back to milking lest she gets used to bossing you and you get used to quitting.” He turned his attention to the fire. After he gave it several deep-chested blows, the coal bed glowed and fingers of flame caressed the new chunks.


  “That cut seemed a bit more serious than a kick to the nose.”


  “You’ve never been kicked in the nose by a milk cow, have you?” Willem’s wide face split with a grin.


  Venya laughed and admitted she had not. “With the fire stoked so well, I might want to sit at the table, would you mind helping me up?”


  Willem put an arm around her shoulder and lifted her. She steadied her balance with her staff, and with Willem’s patience, she made it to the nearest kitchen chair. Glancing over her shoulder to see Franklin, she hoped he had not seen how much help she needed. Fortunately, he was leaning out of the doorway, telling Linford another story. Little in life made that man so happy as when he had an eager ear to fill.


  Before the Bluetts had finished unloading their heavy sleigh, Franklin closed the door and joined Venya at the table. “They brought enough wood to last all of this winter and half of next!” His breath was raspy, and a shallow wheeze appeared for the first time.


  “I think we need to put a bit of broth on the fire.” Venya looked at the fireplace and said, “Well, at least as soon as it burns down some.” Flames filled the stone recess and rose up into the chimney hole.


  “I just got overexcited. That’s all.” Franklin coughed. “You’ve been so cold of late that I am relieved we can build a proper fire each day.” His right hand twitched like it wanted to hold his chest, but Franklin gripped it with his left.


  A short while later, Linford and Willem entered the home, each bearing an armful of wood. Their bundles overflowed the rack and got stacked on the far end of the hearth near the wall. Willem took his gloves off and held his hands up to the flames. “That’s a fine blaze.” He adjusted the damper lever and turned his backside to the fire. “Linford insists on coming by every three days near dusk to bring wood inside and offer a hand with whatever you need.”


  The boy nodded.


  “That’s a gracious offer, but—” Venya began.


  Franklin winked at Willem. “I think Venya wants to make sure I don’t lose all usefulness around this place. Perhaps she’d prefer I bring in the wood.”


  “No,” she said more quickly than she had intended.


  Linford walked over to the pump in the kitchen and its empty bucket beneath. He worked the handle until water started flowing. “I want to help—I was hoping while I did, I could hear more of Franklin’s stories.”


  Willem nodded. “Word is—this valley takes care of her own. We want to be part of that.”


  “It’s a wise man who uses a woman’s logic against her.” She looked at Franklin with a raised eyebrow. “And sometimes a foolish one.”


  He smiled so wide that his missing back tooth showed.


  Before Willem and Linford left, Venya had them gather her dye pots for coloring yarn, the ingredients and supplies she needed to bake bread, and her project bag. They even stoked the small stove in the kitchen for her. 


  As the home blazed with warmth, Venya smiled.


  “What’s that for? That smile?” Franklin returned it with one of his own.


  “I am sure I’ll get to see the lilies in the front garden next spring. Perhaps with our food and fire secured, you’ll be able to work out the story you’ll tell next summer.” Her fingers enjoyed the feel of dough as she kneaded.


  “I may yet curse those Bluetts for removing all excuses if I don’t craft a winning tale.” He eyed the color pots on the table. “Are you planning a color weave? You might just earn a prize of your own if you do.”


  Venya’s smile brightened her eyes. “Perhaps. But first I want to knit a bunting for the Bluetts’ baby. I think lily yellow with purple embellishment.”


  It would have been a perfect evening had Franklin’s hand not clasped his chest twice. At least twice that Venya saw.


  * * *


  In the weeks that followed, winter’s darkest and longest nights oppressed with bitter cold. However, the glowing hearth and kitchen stove kept the little cottage cozy. Venya managed to stay warm enough with just her shawl. 


  Mending work and requests for caps, mittens, gloves, and scarves came more frequently as word of Willem’s miracle spread. Venya added a bit of Violet’s wool to all of the orders, spreading blessings of her sheep’s sacrifice throughout the valley. Venya was glad to share a little subtle magic, but she was relieved that no one else came with such dire needs as had the Bluetts. Her recovery from giving so much of herself was slower than molasses left in the snow.


  The last time Linford had come to the cottage, Willem had come with him. They had moved the bed to the main room so that Franklin and Venya could be close to the fire and each other. Venya stacked enough pillows to sit comfortably while she worked with yarn. Although she loved being that close to Franklin, she hated seeing how often he slept in pain. Some days, he only got out of bed to help with dinner, stoke the fire, and slide food and water through the small door from the back room to the sheep pen. Other days, he carved his staff and worked on his stories.


  It was the afternoon that Linford was to come when Venya had worked hard to finish the bunting. A woman couldn’t live as many years as she had without learning how to feel when change was coming.


  A little earlier than expected, Linford burst through the door—Venya had finally convinced the boy that he needn’t knock. He was flushed with excitement as he said, “Mother had the baby! She came this morning at first light!”


  Venya sat up straighter in bed and shook Franklin awake. 


  Linford repeated what he had said before and added, “They named her Lilleth. Said they started with a Linny and might as well end with a Lilly. But I hate that name—Linny. It sounds like a little kid’s name. I like Lilly’s though. She’s really pretty.”


  Venya smiled at the boy’s excitement. “I’m sure she is. She sounds healthy.”


  “She is! Cries louder than a peacock!”


  “That is a good sign,” Franklin said, sitting up next to Venya.


  “And your mother,” Venya said, squeezing Franklin’s hand under the quilt, “is she well?”


  “She’s thrilled that the baby finally came. Tired—didn’t sleep much—but well.” Linford hurried back to the door. “I will get right to my chores.”


  While Linford was outside, Venya showed Franklin the finished bunting.


  “That’s gorgeous—they’ll love it.” He stood up, walked to the back room, and rummaged through a cabinet for a moment. “There it is.” When he came back, he handed Venya a long strand of yellow ribbon.


  “Thank you,” she said while folding the bunting. “Have you taken up mind reading?”


  “Ha! You’ve given enough gifts through the years that I knew what came next.”


  Linford finished with his chores in almost no time. When they assured him that there was nothing more he could do for them, he looked at Venya eagerly. “Would you like me to take you to see Lilly? It’s not terrible cold out there.”


  Venya said, “I really would love to see your sister, but I don’t dare go out with the snow as deep as it is. Instead, would you deliver a gift to Lilly from me and Frank . . . and Violet?” She held out the yellow bundle with its yellow ribbon tied in a bow.


  “Of course.” Linford’s smile returned as he tucked the bundle inside his coat.


  Venya looked at his boots. “Have your feet stayed warm this winter?”


  He nodded and gave each of them a hug. “Thanks, Grandmum, Grandpap.”


  “See you in three days,” Franklin said as Linford shut the door behind him.


  The extra work Venya did over the winter filled their modest coinbox as full as it had ever been in winter. She did not crave coin like some but enjoyed the peace of mind it provided. Franklin’s work as a storyteller had brought in little the last year. He had not been able to travel since his heart had begun aching.


  Days began to grow longer, and icicles dripped from the roof. Sunlight even began peeking through the kitchen window that had been covered with snow for months. The morning light felt good on Venya’s back as she worked at the table with thin strands of several colors. The fabric she weaved was coming together, and the images on it were nearly finished. This was her best work in years. Perhaps ever. Franklin might be right about entering it at the Gathering that summer.


  She looked at Franklin sleeping fitfully in the bed. Over the years, they had traveled across the land each summer, through big cities, small villages, taverns, and inns. Franklin told his stories, earning their way and saving up enough to carry them through winter. Her yarn work added coin here and there and paid for a lad or two to care for their sheep while they were gone. They had spent so many happy years together.


  Her legs ached, and the part of her back that never felt all the way warm reminded her that winter had not left the valley yet. She stoked the fire and continued weaving and working with needles.


  Weeks later, when the roof of their cottage was free of snow, and the yard outside showed patches of brown, the last of Violet’s meat and soup bones gave out. They had rationed well to make it last so long. Venya worried in the quiet of her home about how Franklin would do without Violet’s sacrifice. Had that been what had sustained his heart through the winter?


  Days later, Franklin started moaning in the night as he slept, both hands clenched to his chest. 


  It was time.


  Venya worked hard to finish her weave. As she stretched it out across the table, it filled the whole surface with vibrant colors. After binding off the last of the threads, she shuffled to the window, leaning heavily on her staff as she went. The tapestry had used up nearly all of her thread and fine yarn. Little remained in her stash; Violet’s fleece—dyed into the many hues comprising the piece—were used as well.


  There they are! she thought as she looked out the window and saw bright yellow lilies growing in the front garden. Some even burst up through the last of the snow. Her cheeks were wet as she admired them, standing and looking as long as her legs had strength. She returned to the table; it was time to finish the work. With a long strand of red yarn on a needle, she stitched a dozen times until she had formed the desired shape in the center of the tapestry. As she sewed, she gave of herself. 


  A woman didn’t live as long as Venya had without learning a little about sacrifice and the magic it held. 


  Days earlier, she had written a message to Franklin on a piece of parchment. She pulled it out of her front apron pocket and set it on the tapestry. Then, she lay down next to her love and closed her eyes.


  * * *


  “Why save my heart just to break it?” he whispered as he sat at the edge of the bed. Had he known how to conjure the magic of sacrifice that Venya had been able to weave, he would give his all to revive her. But that was not within his ability. For the first time in more than a year, the only pain in his chest was for his sense of loss. The sharp stabbing was gone. The ache in his arm was no more.


  He sat until he ran out of tears. Then, he stood and walked to the kitchen table. Dropping into the chair where his wife had done her weaving, he studied the tapestry, every beautiful strand. Without a doubt, this was her best work. In all of his travels, he had never seen better. After checking to make sure his hands were clean, he touched the delicate weaves, feeling the warmth of the wool and something more. Her sacrifice for him called out like a clarion trumpet.


  The scene depicted was their garden, full of spring lilies in front of their cottage. In the foreground stood silhouettes of Venya and Franklin in an embrace, and at the center was a bright red heart. One heart shared by both.


  He found the letter and opened it. Her words were tender and just for him. All but one part. He never had crafted the story he had wanted to tell at the Gathering, but a few lines from his wife gave him all the inspiration he needed. “This winter, we have convinced this valley of the magic of sacrifice. That is as far as I could spread the message. My hope is that with your talent this may become one of those stories, like the oldest on your staff, that live on for generations. Those beyond our valley need to hear of this magic, too.”


  


  Franklin found more tears as he considered these words and something else that he had heard his wife say—realizing she had been talking to him. “One of the hardest parts of sacrifice is accepting it when it is given for you.”


  BRENDON TAYLOR
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  THE RED WALLS OF ISHRI


  by Patrick Hurley | 7,900 words


  
    THERE IS ONE unbroken tradition in the city-state of Ishri. Every year, for a single day, the immortal Zaltin steps down from power and a citizen is chosen by lottery to act in his place. For that day, the chosen Ishrian is given all the privilege of the Zaltin. They are known as the Zaltin-ari. It matters not whether they are merchant, maid, or thief, if their lot is drawn, they will rule for a day. They may partake in the revels in the Harem of Shades, sip the Wine of the Ancients, declare war on neighboring cities, or hang all prisoners. They may give half the treasury to the poor, throw all weapons into the sea, or command a day without clothing. The word and power of the Zaltin-ari is absolute. 


    For a single day. 


    At the end of that day, no matter the havoc the Zaltin-ari might have wrought, the Zaltin would step in to fix what was broken, and his citizens reflect on the wisdom and power of their benevolent ruler. After all, their sorcerer-king had conquered death itself. 


    * * *


    Veila Jyn almost missed the lottery for Zaltin-ari that year. She’d celebrated the success of her latest job long into the night and woke with a mouth dryer than the Mojanna Desert and a head that rang like the gongs in the Temple of Gii. Those who hired Veila Jyn thought of her as merely a thief. Those she stole from believed her to be a ghost. And those who pursued her bounty considered her in terms of dead or alive. 


    Veila Jyn thought herself an acquirer of objects of great value.


    However, today, with months of leisure ahead, the only thing Veila wished to acquire was a cure for her hangover. She took to the streets with a thirst on her lips and silver jangling in her pocket. Only when the bells of Ishri rang three times did she remember the annual lottery. Witnessing this year’s Zaltin-ari sounded as interesting as anything else, so Veila made her way toward the marketplace at the center of Ishri.


    The sun reflected brightly off the buildings surrounding the city square, exposing the cracks in the red clay walls the way morning sobriety shows the true appearance of last night’s lover. The marketplace smelled of sweat and spices, of wool and oil and cooked meat. Veila found a table at a small café facing the fountain and placed a coin into a waiter’s hand, bidding him to bring her bread and wine. 


    A voice called out to her from across the street. “How far have we fallen, when devious rogues now frequent cafes as if they’re law-abiding citizens of Ishri?”


    Veila turned to see Mahj Garustar grinning at her from behind his baker’s stall. While certain circles of Ishri knew Veila’s name, if not her face, everyone knew Mahj and his wife, Dyan. They were the most sought-after bakers in the city. Everyone from poor urchin to high-born noble loved their sweet rolls for breakfast, their meat pies for lunch, and their pastries for dessert. Their bread tasted moist and hearty, perfect for soaking up a sauce or stew. Their cakes were never too sweet, the perfect balance of icing and sponge. 


    Every year, the day after the Zaltin-ari’s rule, the Crimson Tower hosted a tremendous Feast Day banquet, culminating in the presentation of a magnificent seven-layer cake. And every year, the Crimson Tower called upon Mahj and Dyan to bake the Ishri Feast Day cake. 


    “Come join me, you fat flour-monger!” Veila shouted back. Mahj left one of his assistants to tend his stall and ambled over to Veila’s table. If ever two people looked like exact opposites, it was Veila Jyn and Mahj Garustar. Where Veila was lithe and wiry, Mahj was plump and stolid. Where Veila was devious and quick-witted, Mahj was plodding and meticulous. To look at Mahj, one would never know that at one time he’d been the second greatest thief in all Ishri. In fact, Veila and Mahj had been the greatest pair of rogues to run the city’s rooftops. In their youth, both could scale a wall and pick a lock faster than a hungry child could eat a pie. 


    “Some wine?” Veila offered.


    “It’s not even noon, Veila.”


    “It’ll keep you cool; unless you want the sun to sweat your fat away?” 


    Mahj laughed and Veila snapped a finger at the waiter for a cup. 


    “Usually it is I who supplies the bread and wine when we meet, sister.”


    “I’ve been doing well, Mahj.”


    “Ah-ah-ah, tell me nothing! I fear the day when I’ll see you dragged along the Thief’s Way. I dread even more when the Crimson Warders kick down my door to put me to the question.”


    Veila’s face grew serious. “That would never happen.”


    Mahj’s smile vanished. “I know,” he said soberly.


    “For one thing,” Veila continued, allowing herself a small grin, “if I were ever taken along the Gallowstreet, it would only be after I’d eliminated you as a witness.”


    Mahj looked at Veila for a moment, then they both burst into laughter. 


    “How is your family?” Veila asked. Mahj had fallen in love back in the days of their roguish youth and given up the thieving life to turn his hand toward baking and becoming respectable; he’d excelled at both.


    “Well indeed. Every time I turn around, it seems another child has been added to the mix. Where Dyan keeps pulling them out of, I don’t know.”


    “I believe your neighbor Kahim pays her a call while you are up late in the night, preparing the dough for next morning’s rolls.”


    “This explains why some of the brats are so thin and ugly.” 


    Veila guffawed. Mahj gestured toward the bread and wine. “So you do well then?” 


    “Quite well, Mahj. But next month, who can say?”


    “Indeed, fortunes change fast in Ishri.”


    “Speaking of which,” said Veila, pointing at plaza center where the lottery would take place, “how go the preparations for Feast Day?”


    “Ah, the cake is nearly done. The bottom layers have been set. The only thing left is the frosting. I’m having trouble getting it the right shade of red. I’ve tried cherries but—” Before Mahj could finish, trumpets sounded throughout the square. A large column of masked, crimson-clad soldiers bearing glittering scimitars spread out along the barriers of the square. From the column’s center emerged four men carrying an ornate box of gilded cherry wood, which they laid in the center of the square.  


    The crowd grew silent; even the wind stilled itself in anticipation. The palace herald addressed the crowd. “Citizens of Ishri, today one amongst you shall be called forth to serve the city as the Zaltin-ari.


    “For one day, your fortune will burn brief and hot. You shall know the power, the awesome responsibility of the Zaltin. Thus it has been, and thus it shall always be.” The herald reached into the box’s opening and pulled out a small strip of paper. He appeared to read the name to himself, then turned and faced the crowd. 


     “Mahj Garustar, the gods have chosen you to be Zaltin-ari of Ishri.”


    Veila stared at her friend in shock. Mahj looked as if he could barely believe the news. The official at the fountain called out, “Is Mahj Garustar in the square or shall the Crimson Warders be sent to fetch him?” 


    Veila leaned forward, “Go with them. I’ll let Dyan and the children know the good news.” 


    Mahj nodded with a grin, then stood up and cried, “I am Mahj Garustar.”


    Like a wave of blood, the Crimson Warders surged forward to escort Mahj to the waiting platform. Veila watched the crowd cheer as the baker was led to the palace. Hangover forgotten, she ran all the way to the baker’s shop to tell Dyan the good news. Out front, a long line of customers waited. 


    Veila slipped around the side of the bakery and through the back door, catching Mahj’s wife kneading dough in the back while her older children took orders up front. 


    “Blessings upon all in this house,” Veila announced. The normal hustle and bustle of the Garustar home came to a halt. 


    “Aunt Veila!” The younger children ignored the customers, ran to her, and tugged on her sleeve, To the Garustar children, Veila Jyn was a source of amazing stories and wondrous presents. 


    “Veila,” Dyan said, after kissing her cheek, “how good to see you!” 


    “You as well,” Veila said, shutting the curtain between the customers and the backroom. Once they were separate from the noise of the main bakery, she turned to Dyan. “Your husband has been chosen as Zaltin-ari.”


    “What?” Dyan cried. She lightly swatted Veila’s arm. “How dare you joke with me. We’ve already enough to do with putting the finishing touches on the Feast Day cake.”


    “It’s no jest, Dyan. I sat next to him as he was chosen.”


    “You’re serious?”


    “I am,” Veila said with a smile. “The Crimson Warders are on their way to escort you and the children to the palace. I wanted to give you all enough time to make yourselves presentable.”


    Not minutes after Dyan had finished scrubbing her youngest, there came a loud knocking on the door. Dyan opened it to find a contingent of the red-clad palace guards waiting for her. They confirmed Veila’s news, but when Dyan looked over to thank her friend, Veila had already vanished. 


    From the rooftop, Veila Jyn watched in satisfaction as the Crimson Warders escorted the Garustars through the streets. With dark chalk, she refreshed the proper symbols on the Garustars’ roof, letting any would-be thieves know the baker’s shop was under her protection. 


    If anyone deserved to be king for a day, it was Mahj. Of course, Veila couldn’t help but speculate how she might use such a fortuitous turn of events to her advantage. Veila produced a small dagger, one of many she kept hidden on her person, and juggled it in complex patterns as she considered the possibilities.  She had several outstanding warrants she wouldn’t mind seeing expunged. 


    * * *


    To celebrate her friend’s good fortune, Veila chose a path along the rooftops to her favorite tavern, The Restful Shade. As watering holes went, the Shade lived up to its name by having no windows and as few lamps as possible. It was a tavern made up of tucked-away alcoves and private booths, perfect for clientele to discuss business. Veila raised a finger at the bartender, who nodded and slid her favorite red over in a clay cup. On a small stage to one side, a man danced while a woman played a flute behind him.


    “Another,” Veila said, finishing the wine in three large gulps. “And some food. The good stuff—lamb, glazed with honey.”


    The bartender nodded. “You’re in a spending mood today, Veila Jyn.”


    “I’m celebrating my friend Mahj Garustar’s good fortune,” said Veila, “which I’m confident will trickle down unto well-loved friends.”


    “The baker?” the bartender said. “Come into some money, has he?”


    “Even better,” said Veila, taking a pull from the second cup. “He has been chosen to be Zaltin-ari.”


    A silent astonishment fell over the bar. Several patrons began a similar calculus to Veila’s, factoring their relationship with the baker and how they could turn his newfound prestige to their advantage. 


    “To Mahj Garustar,” Veila said, raising her wine. “Friend, baker, and Zaltin-ari. May his reign be short and prosperous.” 


    Nearly everyone in the Restful Shade raised their glasses to Mahj. All save one. As the patrons downed their drinks, an old woman in the corner of the bar spat on the floor and grumbled, “Better the poor fool had never been born.”


    Veila felt a prickle of unease as she recognized the speaker. The old woman was known around the less savory parts of Ishri as Mother Spider. Some said she was a witch, some said she was a seer. All agreed she offered services savory and unsavory, provided one could meet her exorbitant prices. One did not cross Mother Spider; one did not contradict her, not if they wished to live a long and prosperous life. Still, Mahj was closer than a brother, so after the tumult died down, Veila walked over to where the old woman brooded. 


    “You heard me then, Veila Jyn?” said Mother Spider before Veila could take a seat next to her. 


    “I did,” replied Veila carefully. “Might I ask why you said that?”


    Mother Spider beckoned her to come closer. Veila did, watching to make sure the old woman’s hands stayed tucked within her black robes. In the darkness of the Shade, Mother Spider’s wrinkles were deep crevasses; her dark eyes glittered from black pits. Only her thin white hair, like a silken web, shimmered against the candlelight. 


    “Do you ever wonder what happens to the Zaltin-ari, once their day is done?” asked Mother Spider. 


    “All know this,” answered Veila. “We’re not one of those barbaric countries to the north who sacrifice their kings. After their day of rule, the former Zaltin-ari live in the palace, if they so choose, and sit on the Zaltin’s council.”


    Mother Spider cackled. “Do they now, Veila Jyn? Do they? Most interesting. Then no doubt you can tell me the last few Zaltin-ari who’ve joined the council, yes?”


    The question made Veila’s head hurt. She tried to recall who’d been chosen last year, and the year prior, but no names came to mind. She began to wonder why she’d even tried to recall this when everyone knew—


    Veila gasped as Mother Spider pinched her arm. “You fought it longer than most,” the old woman said, “but you were starting to forget. I could see the enchantment gaining hold.”


    “What enchantment?” Veila asked. 


    Mother Spider glanced about to make sure none spied on their conversation, but the Shade’s other patrons were all entrenched in their own stories. “The enchantment laid over all Ishri. The enchantment that causes us to forget the Zaltin-ari after their day is done, to never question what happens to them after their reign. The enchantment that keeps us from remembering the city’s terrible truth.”


    Veila shivered. The old woman’s words terrified her, but she could not have said why. “What is this truth?”


    Mother Spider’s crooked yellow teeth gleamed in the soft darkness. “At the end of their day, the Zaltin-ari is sacrificed so the Zaltin stays alive and in power.”


    Veila almost dropped her wine. “That can’t be right!” 


    “Oh no?” Mother Spider asked. “Why not? Does your doubt come from within you, or is there another voice inside your mind?”


    “We would know!” Veila said, seizing upon this. “There would be rumors.”


    “Not if the enchantment is strong enough,” said Mother Spider. “I’ve never met a single person, not a friend, relative, or neighbor of a Zaltin-ari. And I know many folk in Ishri.” The old woman took a long sip from her tea. 


    “Even if such a spell were possible,” said Veila, “people can’t just vanish. There’d be children wondering why they have just one parent, business partners asking why the desk across from them sits empty.”


    “Ah, that’s the marvel of the Zaltin’s spell,” said Mother Spider, her tone filled with grudging respect. “Not only do we forget the Zaltin-ari, but the magic also provides an alternate story in the minds of the Ishrians—they remember how a husband went away on business and never returned or how loose masonry fell and crushed their colleague’s skull. They don’t remember them as Zaltin-ari, just a tragedy. In all Ishri, I’m the only one who remembers a Zaltin-ari.”


    “What makes you so special?” Veila asked, forgetting for a moment that she spoke to Mother Spider. 


    “The Zaltin’s spell affects the memory of the heart and mind,” said the old woman, her voice almost a whisper. “We spiders store our memory where we store our prey: in our webs.”


    Veila shivered. If Mother Spider was right, Mahj was in grave danger. Yet even as she considered the idea, doubts crept in. How could he be in danger? The whole idea seemed foolish. Even Mother Spider could be wrong sometimes . . .


    Something soft slid around her wrist. Veila looked down to see a thin, shimmering band of what looked like Mother Spider’s hair. The old woman tightened the knot, and those persistent doubts vanished. 


    “This should give you some immunity to the Zaltin’s spell,” Mother Spider said. 


    Veila nodded in thanks. She now found she could remember the last few Zaltin-ari if she tried. Worse, she found she couldn’t remember hearing of them after their day of rule.  


    “What would you have of me?” Veila asked, for she knew Mother Spider’s gifts never came without cost. 


    “When you rescue your baker friend,” said Mother Spider, “see if you can find anything about this name.” The old woman slid a thin parchment across the table. Veila committed the name to memory. When she looked up again, Mother Spider had vanished. 


    * * *


    Minutes later, Veila Jyn ran along the city rooftops as effortlessly as if strolling through a market. Ahead, dominating the skyline, waited the Crimson Tower, the palace of the Zaltin. Despite its singular name, it was in reality a vast collection of towers built from the same deep-red stone, sprouting from a colossal keep hundreds of feet tall. 


    It was said there were many ways into the Crimson Tower, but few ways out. Its walls were high, the Crimson Warders plentiful. Veila could probably gain a personal invitation from Mahj once he became Zaltin-ari, but then she’d be closely watched. 


     Without an official invitation, only with great skill and luck could one hope to breach the Crimson Tower. Veila knew she possessed these prerequisites, but she also possessed one thing more, which guided her past the front gates without so much as a grapnel thrown or wall scaled: an expansive wardrobe.


    Any good thief kept a supply of disguises to help them move freely through their city, and Veila Jyn was a very good thief. She’d long ago acquired the full Crimson Warder regalia and made a close study of their patterns and practices. Just in case she might one day need to acquire some rare object of value within the Crimson Tower.


    It wasn’t too difficult to shadow a large patrol and slip into their ranks as they returned to the Crimson Tower for Mahj’s coronation. From there, Veila’s red uniform gave her freedom of the palace, which allowed her to join the patrol assigned to escort the new Zaltin-ari.  


    Veila found Mahj pacing in an opulent red and gold chamber, surrounded by his favorite foods. From the ranks of the red-clad guard, she watched him pluck a square of purple cheese, sip sweet butter-cream, and savor a lush green olive. 


    With a loud clanking, the chamber’s great doors opened and in walked a tall man with a close-cropped white beard and long crimson robe. 


    “I am the Zaltin of Ishri,” the man said. “I trust all is to your liking, Master Garustar?”


    The Zaltin resembled a kindly grandfather, with a warm smile and laugh lines around his mouth. When Veila studied his eyes, though, she saw more. The Zaltin reminded her of the cruel men who bred dogs for fighting pits. The sparkle in his eyes might have been amusement—so long as the animal performed as trained. 


    Mahj bowed. “It’s an honor to meet you, sire.”


    “Once you step through this doorway,” the Zaltin said, “you will be in my—excuse me—your throne room. After your coronation, those attending will do anything you command.”


    * * *


    The Zaltin proclaimed Mahj Zaltin-ari before a host of cheering Ishrians while Veila watched for signs of trouble. After the coronation, she continued to watch as neighbor, friend, and relative petitioned Mahj for favors in the throne room—including several petitioners from the Restful Shade. Mahj’s family joined him for lunch in the Jade Gardens, and his children played among emerald statues of winged elephants, three-headed giraffes, and crystal unicorns. 


    She watched as Mahj, after a pointed look from Dyan, declined to visit the Harem of Shades, which contained the ghosts of the most famous courtesans of Ishri. She watched him sip the Wine of the Ancients, though from his expression, Veila could tell he found the vintage disappointing. She waited for an opportunity to warn her friend, but as his day drew to a close, none came.


    The Zaltin promised Mahj he would meet the rest of the ruling council at the end of his reign. When the bells tolled at sunset, Mahj kissed his children goodnight and told them to relish their one and only night at the castle. Then the Zaltin’s retinue of Crimson Warders, with Veila in tow, escorted Mahj down a long stone passage leading deep beneath the earth. With every step, Veila felt the jaws of the trap closing around them.  


    Their path ended at a gargantuan blood-red marble wall displaying a bizarre tableau of crimson sculptures. Each sculpture seemed to be a man or woman in various states of drowning into the red marble. At the far end of the massive scene, fingertips and hands stuck out from the wall, and at the closer end, a red-stone man was sunk to his waist, desperately reaching outward. The craftsmanship was as superb as it was disturbing. All the sculptures looked terrified; all seemed to be attempting to flee. 


    “Welcome, Zaltin-ari of Ishri, to your council room,” said the Zaltin as he emerged from the shadows.


    “What is this?” said Mahj as the Crimson Wardens seized him. 


    “I’ve grown bored with monologues over the centuries,” the Zaltin replied. “They give would-be heroes a chance to make their move. Wouldn’t you agree, Mistress Jyn?”


    Before she could draw her dagger, the Crimson Warders grabbed Veila’s arms and tore off her red veil.   


    “Hello, Zaltin,” said Veila, feigning a bravado she did not feel. 


    “Hello, little thief.” 


    “How did you know?” Veila asked. 


    “You are skilled, Mistress Jyn, but I can sense when my spell is threatened,” the Zaltin answered. He turned to his guard. “Place the Zaltin-ari within.”


    “Wait!” Veila cried as the Crimson Warders dragged Mahj forward. 


    “Yes?” the Zaltin said, stopping the soldiers with an upraised finger. 


    “Take me instead. He has a family.”


    The sorcerer-king threw his head back and laughed. “You think you can just substitute yourself, thief? The Heart of Ishri must feed on one who has ruled.” 


    “Please. I would do anything to save my friend.”


    “Your sentiment is noble,” the Zaltin said, his eyes flashing. “To reward it, I will feed you both to the Heart of Ishri. Who knows? Perhaps the city has a taste for thieves.”


    The Crimson Warders shoved both Veila and Mahj against the red marble wall. Veila screamed as the red stone immediately clung to her, creeping over her arms and up her torso. She looked over at Mahj, an expression of stunned horror on his face as the red wall crawled up his struggling body. Instead of solid stone, the scarlet surface felt fluid and alive. She could feel it moving up her neck toward her face, feel the Heart of Ishri pulling her into itself.


    “My one regret, Master Garustar, is that we cannot enjoy your Feast Day cake next year. My appreciation for the sweeter things in life has grown over the centuries, and yours are the best cakes I’ve tasted in several generations. Ah well, I’ll simply have to savor this one.” As the Zaltin finished speaking, the red marble at the tower’s base encased Veila and Mahj in a glowing layer of red glaze. With a satisfied smile, the sorcerer-king marched from the chamber with his Crimson Warders. 


    Slowly, the red stone grew thicker over Veila and Mahj. Veila could neither hear nor see. She wondered if this was how babes felt before birth, cocooned in warm, sticky wetness—though they probably didn’t feel her horror. 


    Then something tickled the edge of Veila’s perception. 


    What’s this? Two meals? 


    It wasn’t a voice one could hear; the words made themselves known in her head, like icicles in her mind. Yet one is flavorless. You have not ruled, have not decided anyone’s fate save your own. 


    Veila floated in the nothingness, unsure what to say. 


    Yet this…


    Something tugged Mother Spider’s bracelet. 


    Part of us recognizes this, has felt its magic before. We feed on the king’s blood. You are not a ruler and you carry magic part of us knew. 


    …


    Who or what are you? 


    The chorus of voices came together as one. She even sensed Mahj in there, struggling to keep from being absorbed into the Heart of Ishri. 


    I’m no ruler, Veila answered with her mind. Just an acquirer of objects of great value. 


    The voices buzzed. How do you come to wear the spider-woman’s ward? She was married to one of us. 


    She gave it to me, Veila replied, to find out what happened to her husband. 


    She heard a sadness run through the collective voices.


    Why were you fed to us? the Heart of Ishri whined. We require the blood of kings and you are no king, not even a paltry day-long ruler like those we’ve subsisted on. 


    What answer could she give that would keep the Heart from destroying her or Mahj? Veila didn’t know, but she did recall an old trick from her youth: when captured, answer a question with a question. Why don’t you tell me your story? Veila asked back. I imagine the history of such an august entity as yourself is far more interesting than my little life.


    For a long time, there was no answer. Then the voice in the dark told Veila a story. 


    A thousand years ago, a powerful Zaltin ruled Ishri. To honor his many years of rule, a djinn flew into the Zaltin’s court and proffered a cherry wood chest. Inside was a single block of pure white marble. 


    The Zaltin didn’t know what to say. Yes, the marble was beautiful, but it seemed a poor tribute from one as powerful as the djinn. 


    “This is no mere marble block,” the djinn explained. “What you see is the heart of a castle, of a whole city itself, if you let it grow.”


    The Zaltin seemed fascinated. “What must one do, to grow a whole city?”


    “There is but one thing a city needs for it to grow, oh great Zaltin.” 


    “And that is?”


    “The blood of kings,” said the djinn. 


    The Zaltin grew still. “Explain.”


    The djinn bowed. “If you water this marble block with a few drops of your blood, it will grow, so in ten years you’ll have a castle, and after a hundred, a whole new city.”


    The Zaltin thanked the djinn for the gift, but he ordered the cherry wood chest locked away. For the Zaltin, powerful though he was, had one great fear. He could not abide pain; shedding blood—even a drop—terrified him. The thought of his own death filled his sleep with nightmares.


    Shortly after, a great fire broke out and consumed most of the city and the palace. The people cried out for help and the Zaltin remembered the marble block. 


    How much blood, the Zaltin wondered, would such a thing need to grow to a new city quickly? Must he sacrifice himself? How would Ishri survive the loss of their king? Without his guidance, even with a new city, they would be lost. Sheep with no shepherd. Perhaps these thoughts only justified the truth within—that though the Zaltin had been good to his people, he was not willing to sacrifice even a drop of his own blood for them.


    The Zaltin fell asleep in the chamber where the marble block was kept and had a strange dream that night. The next morning, he emerged and called his counselors. He told them he had been building a new city in secret, a refuge in case of emergency. 


    To celebrate this new fortress and commence his peoples’ exodus, the Zaltin would enact a new tradition.


    The Heart of Ishri fell silent. 


    To grow you faster and keep you fed, the Zaltin created the Zaltin-ari? asked Veila.


    To keep me fed and keep himself from death, said the Heart of Ishri. I can feed on the king’s blood at any time, but by the nature of the forgetting spell the Zaltin cast, he may only gain immortality from a Zaltin-ari but once a year. 


    Veila thought hard about how to phrase her proposal. 


    What if you fed on the Zaltin himself, who has ruled for a millennium?


    From within Veila’s stone cocoon it sounded as though the Heart of Ishri giggled. 


    A millennium of tyrannical cruelty, ruling with an iron fist and god-like power? Oh, what a delectable delight the true Zaltin would be! We could sustain ourselves on him alone for a thousand years or more. 


    What if I delivered him to you? asked Veila.


    Silence. Then, after an endless moment—


    Can you do so? 


    I am an acquirer of objects of great value. If you release me, I promise it will be done.


    The Heart fell silent for a time. It had no face, no body language for Veila to read, but she could feel its desire to devour the immortal Zaltin. 


    Very well, the Heart of Ishri said. Done. 


    I require one thing more, Veila said. 


    Is your freedom not enough?


    My friend, the baker. Release him as well.


    The Heart of Ishri rumbled. Releasing him would weaken me. Why should I not keep him as hostage to ensure you fulfill your task? 


    He is necessary to my plan.


    The Heart of Ishri paused. Veila heard a susurration of whispers and wondered if it consulted with its various captives. 


    Done and done. 


    A deafening crack sounded, but Veila couldn’t cover her ears. A blazing light smote Veila through the darkness. 


    Another snap followed by more beams of light.


    The cracks grew louder, the light blinding, and Veila was thrown back into the world of mortals. She looked up and saw a familiar face. 


    “Mahj,” she croaked. It took Veila a moment to gather her bearings. As her friend helped her to her feet, Veila noticed they were both covered in crimson dust. 


    “Are you all right?” Mahj asked. 


    “I’ve been better,” Veila said, “We should leave, before the Zaltin realizes we’re free.”


    Veila took Mahj by the arm and began to run, tracing their steps back to the surface. Many Warders still patrolled the Crimson Tower and it took all Veila’s skill to avoid them. As they neared the exit, the baker tried to speak, but Veila covered his mouth and dragged him behind a stack of crates as a red squadron marched past. Outside, the moon glowed full and bright. Veila gave it a baleful glance—it would be far too easy for a Crimson Warder to find them on the streets. 


    “We have to get up high,” she said. 


    Mahj didn’t move. “Then what?” he asked bitterly. “I don’t suppose you have a spare army we might use?” 


    “We’re going to see Mother Spider,” Veila said. 


    Mahj hadn’t worked the streets in years, but he still recognized that name. 


    “You know Mother Spider?” he asked. 


    “We met yesterday,” said Veila. “It was she who gave me this.” She held up the silver hair bound around her wrist. It glittered in the moonlight. “She warned me of your peril. Perhaps she can help us now, though it will not come cheap.”


    “My family is in the Crimson Tower.” Mahj curled his hands into fists. “I’d give my heart twice over to keep them safe.” 


    “The rooftops are our best chance. Can you manage?” Veila asked. 


    “For my family? Yes,” Mahj said with a determined look.


    Veila’s muscles were stiff from their recent imprisonment, and she worried Mahj would cramp or fail, but her friend still retained a remnant of his old skill. The two met with no trouble on their path across the rooftops, for these late in-between hours are the province of bakers and thieves.


    The shadows of Ishri seemed deeper around Mother Spider’s building; the moon above shone less brightly. It was said Mother Spider lived alone, though many strange voices could be heard inside the house throughout the day. The only time her front door opened was for customers. 


    Veila tried not to shiver as the front door creaked open before she could knock. Small lamps flickered to life, one after the other, leading to another door at the end of a dimly lit hallway. The thief and the baker stepped into the house and the front door gently closed behind them. 


    Like a moth to the flame, Veila thought. Or a fly to a web. She tried not to notice the cobwebs brush against her face as they followed the lamps to Mother Spider’s parlor. The old woman sat waiting for them. She did not speak when the two friends came inside, merely gestured for them to sit down. The old woman had wrapped herself in blankets and shadows, sitting in a rocking chair, creaking back and forth. For some time, she studied them both, her long, bent fingers steepled beneath her sharp chin. 


    “How was it done?” Mother Spider finally whispered. 


    Mahj described how the red marble wall within the Crimson Tower absorbed all the Zaltin-ari. Veila told of her conversation with the Heart of Ishri. When she described how part of the entity recognized Mother Spider’s bracelet, the old woman’s eyes blazed. Veila then told how she’d bargained with the Heart of Ishri, promising it the Zaltin in exchange for their release. 


    “Did you find it strange the Heart of Ishri required no assurance you would keep your bargain?” Mother Spider asked. 


    “I did,” Veila admitted. “We’ve had no time to contemplate the matter. Staying ahead of the Crimson Warders has been our priority.”


    The old woman reached out and plucked something off Mahj’s shoulder. In the faint light, Veila could see a few grains of red dust on the old woman’s fingers. 


    “Ah,” the old woman said softly. “Here is the Heart’s insurance.”


    “It is but red dust,” said Mahj. “Crumblings from the Heart. We both were covered in such after our release.”


    A grim smile flitted across Mother Spider’s face. “It is much more, Mahj Garustar. Every part of that red wall is filled with Ishri’s magic.” She took a small vial from her robe and brushed the red dust therein. “Should you attempt to flee the city or cry off your bargain with the Heart of Ishri, this red dust would serve a far more nefarious purpose.”


    “Is it poison?” Mahj asked. 


    “It would render you a statue,” said Mother Spider, “just like it did when you were at the Heart. After which, you would be collected by the Crimson Warders and rejoin the Heart of Ishri.”


    The old woman stoppered the vial and tucked it away in her robes as both Veila and Mahj began to brush all the red dust off themselves.


    Veila looked thoughtful. “What if we used the red dust on the Zaltin himself?” 


    “Yes… that could work,” said Mother Spider slowly. “And your bargain with the city’s heart could be fulfilled.”


    “Then our way forward is clear,” Veila said. 


    The door to Mother Spider’s parlor slammed shut and all the lamps went out, plunging the parlor into darkness. Veila reached for her daggers, but before she could move, thick webs bound her wrists and ankles. Mahj was similarly immobilized.


    “I care nothing for your bargain,” said Mother Spider, her voice low and guttural, seeming to come from everywhere in the room. “The Heart of Ishri deprived me of a husband. I wish to kill it and the Zaltin. You have given me the means to do both. If I keep you here, the Heart will go hungry and the magic preserving the Zaltin will fail.”


    The webbing began to grow thicker and thicker, crawling up Veila’s wrists and torso. In its own way, it was more horrible than any crimson wall. Hot breath brushed her hair as many pattering footsteps drew closer to her. It was all Veila could do to keep from screaming. Before the webs could cover her mouth, she shouted, “There’s a better way!”


    The creeping webs grew still. 


    “A better way?” said the old woman in the dark. “What do you mean, Veila Jyn?”


    “The Heart of Ishri is a magical device the Zaltin has perverted to foul purpose,” said Veila. “The Heart is desperate for the life of the Zaltin. Perhaps desperate enough to trade him for the Zaltin-ari who still live.”


     “How would you convince the Heart to release the others?” asked Mother Spider. 


    “From what the Heart claimed,” Veila said, “since the Zaltin has ruled for a thousand years, it could subsist on him for just as long. It wouldn’t need the Zaltin-ari.”


    Veila felt the silk coils release her and gasped with relief. The lamps lit once more. Veila and Mahj found themselves standing before Mother Spider, who sat in her rocking chair as though she’d never left it. 


    She felt weighed and judged by Mother Spider’s gaze. “How do you propose we subdue the Zaltin, then? For his magic is more powerful than mine.”


     Now that her hands were free, Veila slipped her favorite dagger from its spot and began to juggle the blade back and forth in complicated patterns, conjuring up a plan. 


    “We will stop the Zaltin with trickery, guile,”—Veila stopped and studied Mahj a moment before grinning wildly—“and delicious baked goods.” 


    * * *


    Great and sumptuous was the Ishri Feast Day celebration in the banquet hall of the Crimson Tower. The most important Ishrians lounged on couches, in booths, or around long tables, talking, laughing, listening to musicians play ballads extolling the virtues of Ishri and their immortal Zaltin. They munched on honey-glazed almonds, they grazed on curried lamb, they feasted on pheasant stuffed with plum figs. Wine was drunk by the tun, coffee and beer by the gallon. 


    The Zaltin sat at the high table above them all, sampling every dish, giving nods of approval when necessary. To his side sat the Garustar family; they alone didn’t seem to appreciate the feast’s gaiety. 


    As the guests finished the final dinner course, two veiled servants wheeled in the great Feast Day cake of Ishri. The attendees of the feast sighed in wonder. Seven layers high, each layer coated in the same glistening cherry frosting, it was a masterwork of sugar and glaze. 


    Fireworks exploded in the sky as the great cake’s procession halted before the Zaltin’s throne. The city’s ruler stood, and the banquet hall grew silent, waiting for the Zaltin’s traditional celebratory speech before he ate the first slice of Feast Day cake. He stood and gazed over his citizens, but just as he was about to step down from the dais, the Zaltin halted and stared hard at the cake.  


    “There is rot in Ishri,” the Zaltin finally announced, to the crowd’s shock. “A foul conspiracy seeks to change the way we’ve lived for a thousand years. Luckily for you all, our city has a ruler who knows how to deal with such threats.”


    A snap of the Zaltin’s fingers summoned a squadron of Crimson Warders. 


    “There,” said the Zaltin, pointing at the towering confection that stood before him. The guards looked confused, so he added, “Someone’s hiding in the cake, fools!” 


    The Crimson Warders found it best never to question the Zaltin if they wished to retain their employment and their life. As they approached the dessert with drawn swords, the lowest level of the cake exploded as Veila Jyn leapt out, a scarlet-coated dagger in hand. She tripped the first Crimson Warder who charged her, elbowed the second who tried to grab her from behind, and flowed like water around the sword stroke of the third attacker before hurling her dagger at the Zaltin. Her blade flew true, but just before it could pierce the Zaltin’s skin, it rebounded off the air as if striking hidden glass. 


    “Must I do everything myself?” growled the Zaltin. Dark nimbuses of power briefly emanated around the sorcerer-king’s palms. He curled his fingers, and Veila was lifted upward as if by invisible hands. 


    The Zaltin released his grip, and the aura of magic vanished. Veila fell to the ground, knocking the breath from her lungs, and was immediately tackled by Crimson Warders. Other Warders surrounded the servants who’d wheeled the cake in, tearing away their veils to reveal Mahj Garustar and Mother Spider. Upon seeing her husband, Dyan and her children gave a loud cry, but with a gesture from the Zaltin, the Warders seized them, too. 


    The sorcerer-king strode down from his elevated throne and examined Mahj closely. “I wondered how your family still remembered you, Mahj Garustar. Have no fear, Zaltin-ari, you will be fed to the Heart once again.”


    With a growl, Veila lunged at the Zaltin, but the Crimson Guard held her fast.  


    The Zaltin next walked over to Mother Spider. “So, you finally crept out of your web to challenge me, little weaver. Indeed, I’d hoped to draw you out after choosing your husband to feed the Heart all those years ago, but you hid then, like a coward.”


    With her arms pinned to her sides by Crimson Warders, Mother Spider looked surprisingly frail. She tried to spit on the Zaltin, but the sorcerer-king stepped out of the way with a smirk. 


    “Finally, the little thief. I mean really, Mistress Jyn, hiding in a cake?” said the Zaltin. “That was your master plan, to stab me like a common assassin? Most disappointing.” 


    The guests of the feast stared at the floor uncomfortably. The benevolent mask of their ruler had been pulled askew. They found themselves wondering why they let such a creature rule their city.


    “And to waste this magnificent Feast Day cake!” cried the Zaltin. He circled the remnants of the enormous confection with greedy eyes. “Especially the final cake of Mahj Garustar.” Even half-ruined, the great pastry looked delectable, its yellow cake moist and soft, its cherry frosting shining bright. The Zaltin swiped a finger across the frosting.


    The moment it touched his skin, Veila Jyn smiled. 


    The Zaltin’s eyes widened as a thin layer of red burst from the frosting onto his fingers and began to cocoon him. He tried to run, but as he turned, his legs were encased in crimson clay. He tried to cast a devastating spell, but as he gestured with his fingers, they became trapped in scarlet stone. He tried to command his guards, but as he opened his mouth, crimson flooded over his lips, freezing them in a blood-red shout.


    For a moment, the whole hall stood as frozen as the Zaltin. When the Crimson Warders reached for weapons, Mother Spider struck. Gray hair shot out from her robes, thick as jungle vines, wrapping the guards nearest to her in layers of webbing, hoisting them up high until they hung from the ceiling. Those guards who weren’t immediately subdued fled as if ten thousand demons chased them. 


    “I hid within as insurance,” Veila said to the Zaltin’s statue as she began brushing cake off her vest. Her original plan had simply been to serve the sorcerer-king the treated cake. But they knew the Zaltin’s magic could warn him of danger, so they placed Veila inside the pastry with a dust-coated blade should the Zaltin try to skip his just dessert. “Mostly, we hoped you’d just eat the damn cake.” 


    It hadn’t been easy for Mahj to reconstruct his original cake around Veila, nor to mix the red dust into a frosting so tempting even a nigh-immortal Zaltin couldn’t resist its allure, but he was an even better baker than he’d been a thief. He’d told Veila the Heart’s crumble actually gave the frosting the deep red color he’d been hoping to achieve. 


    “The job’s not yet done,” said Veila, turning to Mother Spider. “I believe we still need to accomplish the final part of our bargain?”


    Mother Spider nodded. Several thick strands of webbing coiled around the shocked statue of the Zaltin. “Time to serve the Heart of Ishri the meal it craves.”


    With the help of Veila and the Garustars, Mother Spider dragged the Zaltin’s statue before the Heart of Ishri. For a moment, all Dyan and Mother Spider could do was stare in horror at the macabre statues still embedded in the walls. As they drew closer, a space in the red marble opened, just large enough to fit the encased Zaltin. 


    But Veila made no move to sate the Heart of Ishri’s hunger. 


    “Heart of Ishri, before we feed you this feast of a thousand years,” said Veila, “we ask you to release all the Zaltin-ari who still live.” 


    For a  moment, Veila worried the Heart would refuse her request and she would be left to face an angry Mother Spider. Then, dozens of statues erupted from the crimson wall and landed sprawling on the floor, coated in red dust. 


    The Crimson Tower began to shudder. Cracks formed along its walls.


    “The palace. It’s collapsing!” Dyan shouted.


    “Quickly, before the Heart fails,” Mother Spider commanded, her thin hands grasping an arm of the immobile statue.  Together, they shoved the Zaltin into the red wall. As the marble merged with the Zaltin, Veila fancied she could hear the trapped ruler begging for mercy. The Heart of Ishri absorbed him with a gurgling cry, and the palace grew still and whole. 


    Veila heard another cry and saw Mother Spider embrace an old man sitting up from the floor. It was, she decided, time to leave. Best to be gone before awkward questions were asked. Besides, during her time as a Crimson Warder, Veila had noticed several treasures in the palace she felt sure no one would miss. With a nod to Mahj, she slipped away.


    He seemed to have anticipated Veila’s plan, for when she finally left the Crimson Tower, she found him and his family waiting for her just outside the main gate. 


    “Thank you, sister,” Mahj said, as all the Garustars enveloped her in a hug. Here at last was a trap from which Veila Jyn could not escape. Not that she’d ever wish to. 


    “It was nothing,” said Veila as she disentangled herself. 


    “Nonsense,” Dyan said. “We can never repay all you have done for us.” 


    Veila stared at the floor, embarrassed. How to answer such a compliment? While many riches had passed through her hands over the years, none were so great as the trust of Mahj and his family. She knew how precious such a gift was, how rare. 


    


    She was, after all, an acquirer of objects of great value. 
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  THE GAME


  by Michael J. Sullivan | 7,700 Words


  JERI BLAINEY’S BLISSFUL ignorance shattered before dawn on the morning of July 30th when the “Ride of the Valkyries” ringtone jolted her awake. She fumbled for the glowing iPhone, charging on the hotel room’s nightstand.


  “Yeah? What? Who is this?” she asked, pressing the smooth glass to her cheek.


  “What the heck did you do, Blainey?”


  Even groggy and disoriented she recognized Brandon Meriwether’s voice. She sat up, wiped her eyes, and noted the clock’s red LED digits shining 5:04 in the dark. She managed the math . . . two o’clock in the morning in Oregon.


  Why in the world is he calling at this hour?


  The convention wouldn’t start for another five hours, her meeting with FiberNexSolutions wasn’t until eleven, and her presentation was at two. Any last-minute changes could wait.


  “Mr. Meriwether?”


  “Blainey, if this is an advertising stunt, you should have cleared it through Dickerson. Are you doing this, or is it someone on your team? People think it’s real. They’re freaking out. I want you to shut it down. Now!”


  “I’m sorry. I . . . I honestly don’t have a clue what you’re talking about.”


  “Don’t give me that, Jeri. This is serious. Have you seen the news? This isn’t the 1930s, and you’re no Orson Welles. Publicity is all fine and good, but people can be pretty unforgiving about having their chains yanked so hard. And oh how they love to litigate! It’s practically an American pastime. Amnesty International already has more than 68,000 signatures on a petition at the White House’s page. I just dodged a call from there—the freaking White House, Jeri!”


  “The President phoned—and you didn’t pick up?” Her fingers groped across the top of the nightstand. Finding the lamp, she switched it on.


  “No, not him, some staffer. I need answers first. If a petition gets 100,000 signatures in thirty days, the White House has to respond. Did you know that? I looked it up!”


  “Mr. Meriwether, I honestly have no idea what you’re talking about.”


  “Are you running Troth?”


  Troth? The Realms of Rah character? Is Brandon drunk?


  “Troth? No. I was sleeping until you woke me.”


  “Then who is? Ajit? Get him to stop. Shut the game down if you have to. But I want this nonsense to stop. Right now!”


  “Mr. Meriwether, you’re not making any sense. No one on my team is in the game. We’ve been working sixteen-hour days the last five weeks. Everyone is exhausted. Maybe you should back up a bit and explain.”


  A long silence followed. Jeri could hear him breathing—hard, heavy puffs.


  Jeri stuffed a pillow behind her back and realized she needed to urinate.


  “Troth is off the script,” he said, his tone deadpan serious.


  Maybe this is a dream?


  A software bug in a massive multiplayer role-playing game wasn’t cause for phone calls from the White House and petitions from Amnesty International.


  “Troth?” she asked. “He’s the NPC that starts the Spectral Robe quest.”


  “I guess.”


  Jeri drew hair away from her face. “What do you mean he’s off the script?”


  “Which word didn’t you understand?”


  “Are you saying Troth isn’t giving out the quest anymore?”


  Jeri couldn’t fathom how this could be a problem. The game always had glitches. If Meriwether had called to say the game was completely error free, that would be noteworthy. She couldn’t make any connection between the virtual world and the White House.


  Unless terrorists are using the game as a meeting place to chat and plan. She’d heard of that happening, rumors at least. But what does that have to do with Troth?


  “No, Jeri, he’s not giving out the quest anymore,” Meriwether said. “The last report spotted him in the Chimera Tavern in the Forest of Dim.”


  She almost laughed. Being president of DysanSoft, Meriwether wasn’t a developer and didn’t know anything about the way things worked.


  “That’s impossible. NPCs can’t—”


  “And he’s been asking questions.”


  Her desire to laugh died. “What do you mean he’s been asking questions? Asking who? Asking what?”


  “Players. From the reports I’ve seen, he started by talking to other NPCs but gave that up because players have been more responsive.”


  This was tripping well past bizarre, and Jeri doubted if even her unbridled subconscious could dream up this concoction. “What kind of questions?”


  “Jeri . . . he asked, ‘Is this a game?’”


  “No way.” Jeri switched on the phone’s speaker and dropped the device on the bed. Then she powered up her portable Wi-Fi hub and grabbed her laptop.


  “I saw a YouTube video. Looked pretty authentic. I need answers, Jeri. You understand me?”


  “Already booting my rig. I’m on it, and I’ll call you back.” She hung up. As bizarre as the conversation had been, one point was cause for real concern, and she was certain Meriwether had no idea what that was.


  * * *


  While Jeri waited for her computer to boot, she found the television remote, and the flat panel came on. Jeri typed her logon name and password, then rushed to the bathroom while the machine finished loading.


  “. . . . that would kill Troth, wouldn’t it?” a male voice from the television asked.


  Troth! Holy crap! They’re talking about Realms of Rah on TV!


  “That’s unclear,” another man responded.


  “I think we should repeat that a lot is unclear at this point. DysanSoft has yet to make any statements other than to say they are looking into the situation,” said a third person, this time a woman.


  Jeri didn’t recognize the voices, but it didn’t matter. Morning news shows were all the same: a bunch of men in suits and a blond woman in a skirt.


  “It’s probably just some form of guerrilla marketing. Some gimmick to get free advertising. Well, I guess it worked, but it could end up backfiring. If your brand scares people, it becomes toxic. The creepy Burger King commercials lost the fast food giant market share,” added one of the men.


  “Well I, for one, am plenty scared,” the woman said. “I’ve never cared for video games and don’t let my kids play them. They’re dangerous—they really are. How many Columbines do we need before people start realizing this? Millions of kids are being desensitized to violence, losing what little social skills they might have, and becoming psychopathic shut-ins. Am I right? I mean if Congress would have passed some legislation to regulate gaming, we wouldn’t be here. We have no idea what this Troth guy might start telling our kids. With all the hype, they’re bound to listen to him. This could be the start of some online cult, a way to mind-control our children!”


  “Well, if it is a person or a corporation that’s doing the puppeteering, for whatever reason, that’s one thing,” one of the men interjected. “But let’s go back to the idea that it might be real. That changes everything. In a way it’s like discovering life on Mars, right?”


  “I think it’s dangerous and should be turned off, unplugged, or whatever the heck they need to do to protect our children.” The woman again. Her voice grated.


  There must be thousands of applicants for every opening on television. Why do they have to hire every reactionary, irritating moron with a teeth-drag-on-fork voice?


  “But if it isn’t a hoax—and again I want to repeat for our viewers that nothing has been confirmed—let’s consider the possibilities. Artificial intelligence may have advanced to the point of achieving sentience, and Troth is—”


  “What do you mean by sentience?” the woman asked.


  Jeri cringed. Are they paying her to act stupid?


  “I mean I know what it means,” the woman said, and Jeri imagined she had gotten some rolled eyes from the others. “But I’m sure someone in our audience isn’t familiar with the term. It’s just not that common of a word, you know?”


  “Self-aware,” someone else said. “Troth appears to be self-aware, the definition of intelligent life. That would mean he would have rights, including the right to exist. Turning off the server could be interpreted as murder.” This voice wasn’t as clear as the others, and Jeri guessed they had a specialist weighing in via satellite.


  “Which brings us to the Amnesty International petition which now has over 325,000 signatures.”


  Holy cow., How long has this been going on? I only went to bed six hours ago!


  “Which is just ridiculous,” the woman said. “I still think the person behind this is a pervert trying to lure our children away, or some cult leader. But even if Professor Hubert is right about this whole awareness thing, it doesn’t change the facts. This Troth character is not alive. He’s a bunch of electronic dots, or what do you call them? You know, pixies.”


  Several people laughed.


  “Pixies?” Jeri said to the bathroom tile, which gleamed under the overhead light. “C’mon. My grandmother is seventy, and even she knows computers aren’t made of fairies.”


  “Pixels,” someone corrected.


  “Whatever. As I said, I’m no expert on video games. I thought I established that.” Her tone was defensive. “But this Troth doesn’t even have a body, so how can he be alive?”


  Any doubt that the woman was more than a talking head vanished. No journalist would tarnish her own industry this way, just as no priest would admit the Bible was on his to-read stack right under Fifty Shades of Grey.


  “An amoeba is alive; a germ is alive, and they don’t have bodies—not like we do, at least.”


  “But this Troth thing can’t exist outside of a computer.”


  “And people can’t exist outside Earth’s atmosphere, either.”


  “Of course they can!” the woman nearly shouted. “They’re called astronauts.”


  “Astronauts aren’t existing outside the atmosphere, they bring it with them, contained in ships and suits. Troth could do the same thing. Just put a laptop running Realms of Rah on a spaceship.”


  “But that’s not the same. Troth can’t build a spaceship and pilot it.”


  Jeri flushed the toilet and rushed back to the bed without taking the time to wash her hands. She checked the bars on her portable hot spot, logged into the DysanSoft network, and started downloading the most current version of the game. Once the progress bar was snailing along, she grabbed her iPhone. Normally a dedicated text-based life form, Jeri shied away from calls, but she made an exception this time. Muting the television, she held down the iPhone’s power button.


  After the musical chime, she said, “Siri, call Ajit.”


  The iPhone’s virtual assistant echoed back, “Calling Ajit.” The irony was impossible to miss.


  Two-fifteen in Portland and Ajit picked up on the first ring. “’Bout time, Jeri.”


  “Talk to me.”


  “We’ve got nothing back here. Customer Service woke me about four hours ago because of a flood of support tickets. Forty-five minutes later Twitter exploded. I got the team together within an hour.”


  “So it’s not you or anyone else messing around?”


  “Nope. We’re all in the conference room, and this kind of interactivity can’t be programmed. The conversations are fluid and responsive.”


  “How many servers are we talking about?”


  “Just Angoth. Troth is well behaved in staging and he hasn’t done anything freaky on the other servers.”


  “Sounds like a hack then. Danny maybe?”


  Jeri felt the list of possibilities dwindling fast. Despite what she’d told Meriwether, she suspected it was someone from her team—someone retaliating for so many long hours leading up to this weekend’s GDC East. She expected the guilty to step forward and apologize profusely. Then she’d take care of smoothing things over with the brass and write a carefully worded press release. The possibility that a hack might originate outside DysanSoft was a bigger concern.


  “Danny wouldn’t do it,” Ajit replied.


  “He might.”


  “He was pissed about being fired, but he wouldn’t. I don’t even think he could. Jeri, Troth isn’t in even in Eridia any more. He’s in another zone. Heck, I wouldn’t know how to do that. Do you?”


  And there it was. The elephant that had been in her room since Meriwether’s call now waved hello with his trunk.


  “Jeri . . . Jeri? You still there?”


  “Yeah, I’m here. Just checking my download. Almost done. So what’s going on now? What’s the current status?”


  Jeri tabbed out of the download window and brought up Chrome. Doing a search on Troth returned 323,000 results. “Is this a game?” was in the title of the top seven.


  “It’s late, but it didn’t take long for people to swarm to the Forest of Dim,” Ajit said. “We were afraid of a crash with so many players in a single zone. Game play was really laggy. So we kicked everyone off the server and disabled logins. Only Zach is in there now.”


  One more possibility down. The thought of a hacker was a thread she had been holding onto, but now even that tendril to reality snapped. Or has it? Anyone who could figure out how to puppet a non-player character across zone boundaries might be bright enough to have their own hidden access. Right?


  “Can Zach still interact with him after kicking everyone off? Is Troth now on what appears to be a programmed script?”


  “Nope, no change. Zach and Troth have been having quite the conversation.”


  “Tell her about the parents.” Steve’s voice came from the background.


  “What’s that?” Jeri asked.


  “Well, of course, we wanted to see things firsthand, so Zach hailed Troth. Sure enough, instead of giving the cloak quest he says, ‘Hi, my name’s Troth. Nice to meet you.’”


  “At least he’s friendly.”


  “Oh, he’s that all right. Then Zach says, ‘I’m in search of the Spectral Cloak.’ You know, to see if that would jar anything. Guess what Troth does?”


  “He doesn’t give the quest, I take it.”


  “He asks Zach if he remembered what his parents looked like.”


  “You’re kidding me!”


  “No! But that’s not all. The two of them have been having a conversation for hours—hours—about families and memories. I gotta tell you, Jeri, I’m no Turing judge, but if I were, I’d say Troth passed with flying colors.”


  “What does Steve say? He’s the AI egghead.”


  “Steve has been feeding Zach prompts, and he concurs.”


  “You’re telling me a guy with a PhD from MIT can’t tell if Troth is real or code?”


  “No, not at all. I’m saying he can tell, and he’s convinced Troth is alive.”


  “Alive?”


  “Sentient.”


  Ask me if I know what sentient means and I’ll fire you right now. She actually paused to see if Ajit would.


  He didn’t. Instead, he lowered his voice and said, “Things are kinda freaky back here, Jeri. I’ve asked security not to let anyone out of the building, and you wouldn’t believe the number of news trucks in the parking lot. Pinkerton has called in extra officers. And Samuel is roaming the halls proclaiming the Good News of Troth like John the Baptist.”


  “Our Sam? Samuel Mendelburg, the atheist and professional skeptic formerly of Staten Island? That Sam?”


  “A total convert now. He actually called it a miracle. I kid you not.”


  Samuel famously refused to accept that the country of France existed, because he’d never personally been there. When Julie from the quality assurance team explained she’d had a layover in Paris the previous summer, he replied, “That doesn’t prove anything. All you know is that you sat inside an airport for a few hours. They all pretty much look the same. You could have been anywhere.”


  Jeri sighed. “Let me guess. You guys have been glued to the television and Internet sites, haven’t you?”


  Ajit sounded defensive. “Well, yeah, a bit, of course, but I wouldn’t say glued.”


  “I think you’re getting wrapped up in all the hysteria that’s out there. Maybe you should try doing something more constructive. Of course Troth can pass the Turing test—because a real person is puppeteering him. I want you to go through all the files on the server and compare them to the files in the staging area. My guess, you’re going to find something that’s been changed, or shouldn’t be there in the first place.”


  “Jeri, we aren’t complete morons. We did that already. The code is exactly the same. And before you ask, all the firewalls are in place, and there are no connections except for Zach’s, and he’s logged in through a hardline. I’m telling you there is no one running Troth, and the mirror system has him doing exactly what he’s supposed to.”


  “Well, there has to be something. Maybe there’s a trigger that sets Troth into some subroutine and he just seems self-aware. My money is still on Danny.”


  “If Danny added this sub before he left, then firing him was the stupidest thing you’ve ever done, because Danny has to be a genius. I mean he’d make Einstein look like Homer Simpson, seriously. But I don’t think our systems even have the computing power needed to do what Troth is. It’d take something like IBM’s Watson, and even that falls short of what I’ve been watching these last few hours.”


  “Do you have any idea how crazy you’re sounding? Or just how serious this is outside our company? Meriwether is dodging calls from the White House, for Christ’s sake. He wants this dealt with—now! Why don’t you just shut down, reformat the disks, reload the last code from before Danny left, and I’m sure everything will be fine.”


  “I can’t,” Ajit said.


  “Of course you can.”


  “Okay, let me rephrase: I won’t.”


  “Ajit, did you put your kids up for adoption recently? Because I could swear you still need a paycheck, right?”


  “You won’t fire me. You need me.”


  “Excellent point. I’ll just tell Steve to do it. I can afford to lose him.”


  “He won’t do it either. I doubt you’ll find any of us who will. Listen, I’m telling you, no one could code Troth to do the things he’s doing. And since the system is secure, no one can be running him. I think we have to accept that when you’ve eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.”


  Jeri sighed again. “Ajit, I’ve read Arthur Conan Doyle too. But do you know what Edison said? ‘When you have exhausted all possibilities, remember this—you haven’t.’”


  “But Jeri, what . . . what if this is real? What if Troth is—I mean he could be the very first man-made, sentient artificial intelligence. A new life form. You coded Troth, Jeri, so in some sense, you could be considered his God.”


  “Project Lead is fine by me, thank you. I’m sure being God has its perks, but I don’t think the insurance plan includes dental.”


  “And Project Lead doesn’t grant you unlimited power. Can you reload the server from Indianapolis?” Ajit asked.


  “You know I can’t.”


  “Then you are reliant on us, and I’m serious about no one here being willing to jeopardize Troth’s existence by resetting the server. But you haven’t seen what we have. Before you make any decisions, do me this favor—see for yourself. Look, I’ve already opened a password-protected port for you to log in with. Go, talk to Troth, and afterward, if you still think it’s Danny burning the Golden Gate behind him, then fine.”


  “You’ll reload the previous version, then?”


  “No—I’ll resign. I’m not a Nazi.”


  Jeri opened her mouth to admonish him for making such an insensitive joke. She wanted to let him know this was serious. Before she could, Jeri realized Ajit wasn’t joking. His tone was dead flat. He meant it.


  “You’re serious?” she asked.


  “Absolutely.”


  Jeri looked at the clock on the nightstand: 5:25. “I’ll humor you until four o’clock your time, that’s it. What’s the password?”


  “I_am_the_lord_your_god.”


  “Cute.”


  * * *


  Jeri sat at the little desk in the corner of her hotel room wearing pajamas that consisted of sweatpants and an oversized T-shirt that read: Come for the breasts. Stay for the brains. The only noise was the gurgle of the little in-room coffee maker drooling into a paper cup and the rhythmic pattering of her avatar’s feet racing through a dense forest of ancient trees while on auto run.


  The clock read 5:45 when her avatar reached the Chimera Tavern, built in a lonely section of forest cleared of trees, where stumps had been lazily left behind. The stumps were a telltale sign that the Tavern had, at least originally, been a player-built establishment. NPCs were programmed to clear stumps and fill in holes. The rickety one-story public house with quad dormers looked like a cross between a dive bar and the log cabin on a syrup label. The roof had a dusting of snow, as did the ground and the pine trees around it. Realms of Rah ran on half-scale time—for every one day in the real world, two passed in-game—so the two worlds were rarely in sync with each other. While it might be the heat of summer on earth, winter was coming in the Forest of Dim.


  Jeri’s avatar paused on the porch.


  Inside the hotel room, the coffee maker had stopped gurgling. Jeri crossed the room to add cream and sugar to the pale-gray dishwater that bore as much resemblance to coffee as the movie I, Robot did to Asimov’s book. Feeling chilled, she adjusted the room’s thermostat. Outside, a faint dawn competed with the parking lot’s floodlights for the right to illuminate the world.


  She sent a text to Ajit, asking him to tell Zach to log out. She didn’t want to talk to her lead programmer or Zach for that matter. When Ajit texted “Done,” she sat back down at the computer, sipped from the coffee cup in one hand and entered the tavern by right-clicking on the door with the other.


  The sound of the door creaking played through her tinny laptop speakers as a room lit by the warm glow of a fireplace and three candle-filled chandeliers was revealed. Two NPCs sat at a table in the middle of the room, playing checkers. The one on the left was Dashion the Huntsman, a gimpy one-time hunter who gave out a series of low-level quests: gathering wood for the fire, killing an elusive but nonaggressive stag, and then a more challenging quest to eliminate an aggressive bear. Upon finishing those, a final quest for Dashion’s bow was granted, sending the player deep in the forest to a cave filled with spiders. When the gamer went there, he or she could find broken remnants of the weapon. Returning them to Dashion, he’d fix the bow’s broken string and give the player a “+10 to hit” weapon, explaining that he was too old to use the bow anymore.


  Across from Dashion was Edgar Sawtail, whose only purpose was to play checkers with Dashion. Neither NPC ever left the tavern. They didn’t even get up to stretch or eat. These were two of the lobotomized inhabitants who had caused some of the most talented game developers in the industry to leave DysanSoft.


  Realms of Rah, presently in its fourth year and fifth expansion, was unlike its predecessors, such as the once popular Everquest, World of Warcraft, Control Point, and Elan Online. RoR reached for the Holy Grail of MMORPGs—a living world. Seven years of development had resulted in the creation of an autonomous simulated ecosystem. Chaos-based weather patterns eroded landscapes, while winds dispersed seeds from mature plants. The seeds could sprout if they landed on good soil. Herbivores ate plants; carnivores ate herbivores.


  The alpha version of the game was just the framework, a natural world with no intelligent life. Wind could snap trees, and lightning could spark fires. Rivers could be rerouted or made into lakes if something dammed them. What’s more, all changes were just as permanent or as transient as in the real world. If animals weren’t killed, they died of old age or sickness. A random drought could devastate plants, kill weaker root systems, and allow new species to dominate.


  After the ecosystem was in place, Jeri’s team introduced humanoids: men, dwarves, elves, and goblins. A handful of other beings were dropped in with the first expansion. Although they appeared to be typical computer-controlled non-player characters (NPCs), they weren’t. All of them were endowed by their creators with the best artificial intelligence the developers could dream up. Just as the creatures imitated the behavior of living animals, the races simulated human beings, with their own needs and motivations. Each programmer tried to outdo the others, and it was interesting to see characters acting on what they saw fit. None of the programmers was exactly sure what would happen once their creations were released into the virtual world, but they had great hopes.


  At first things went well. The races lived in caves, hunting and gathering to survive, but the developers wanted more. The code was designed so that the characters would learn from observation and would experiment by combining random existing ideas to create new concepts. This aspect was less successful. Since multiple possibilities were attempted, some truly bizarre developments occurred. For instance, there were mass deaths as characters tumbled off cliffs or drowned while attempting to swim across an ocean. The team remedied this fatal disregard for common sense by adding restrictions to the Free Choice Code. Nevertheless, by the time the beta was opened to a limited public, none of the NPC population had advanced past the Stone Age. The virtual characters had tried thousands of random actions, but none had resulted in building a structure or discovering how to utilize fire.


  Everything changed once Realms of Rah opened its doors to live players. Exposed to real people who knew enough to make tools, dig minerals, and start fires, the NPCs learned by observation and imitation. Their world evolved quickly after that. Language and technology advanced at a blistering pace, with one notable exception. Writing didn’t exist. DysanSoft, still anchored to traditional game concepts, desperately wanted a written language to facilitate quests and stories. Much to the programmers’ frustration, the computer-generated inhabitants of Rah never developed this skill. Six months before version 1.0 was set to release, the development team was forced to hardcode the written language into the game and fudge everything related to it. NPCs still couldn’t read, and their vocabulary was limited to a set number of prerecorded scripts.


  Out of random chance, similarities to the real world cropped up—as when the inhabitants of a large, powerful kingdom decided to build a tower to find God. This completely random event made headlines around the world, sparking arguments between philosophers, scientists, and religious groups. There were calls for Realms of Rah to be shut down. Ironically, the uproar actually boosted subscriptions by putting the game on the world’s radar. More and more NPCs joined the effort to find God, until players were unable to locate the necessary vendors and resources they needed and began to file complaint tickets. Fearing the game was spinning out of control like a poorly balanced washing machine, corporate ordered the developers to intervene.


  This time, instead of allowing them to fix the problem by inserting a Common Sense Code tweak, corporate forced the developers to lobotomize their creations, drastically reducing NPC freedom. This huge step backward launched a civil war inside DysanSoft. Rah programmers, who felt the integrity of the project was being destroyed by “suits,” quit en masse. Only three of the original developers stayed: Samuel Mendelburg, Ajit Banerjee, and Jeri Blainey.


  With the game closed to all players, those two mindless characters were the only ones in the tavern besides Troth. He was in corner near the fireplace, looking like he normally would with four notable exceptions: his helmet was on the floor, the rawhide at his tunic’s collar had been untied and pulled loose, his weapon wasn’t in his hands, and he sat in a chair rather than standing at attention.


  Troth was a goblin, huge and green—a member of the Ozak tribe formerly of the Ankor Mountains. Mountain goblins were bigger than forest, swamp, or plain goblins, and Troth was one of the largest. He had to be. Troth was a guard to King Zog, the ruler of the Ankor Goblin horde, and designed to be intimidating. Dark-green skin, which was almost black, covered exaggerated muscles. He had a neck as wide as his bald head, a lantern-jaw formed into a natural-state frown, and small eyes that had watched her intently since the door opened. Troth’s battle-ax leaned against the wall to the right of the hearth—in easy reach.


  Jeri wasn’t worried. She was running a default first-level character without gear but in god-mode, immune from harm.


  “Hail, Troth,” her character said when she targeted him and pressed the H key.


  “Hello.” His voice was a preprogrammed gravelly growl, but there was a hint of apprehension. His little eyes narrowed as well. “Who are you? How do you know my name?”


  Both of Jeri’s eyebrows rose. “Whoa—they weren’t kidding about you, were they?” she said to her computer screen.


  Lacking a decent microphone, she typed, “My name is Havalar. A friend told me about you. Said you were here.” Her in-game voice spoke the words.


  “Who is this friend?”


  “Ozerath.” Zach had played the same human wizard since starting at DysanSoft, so there was no doubt about the name.


  Troth looked less suspicious but more inquisitive. He leaned forward, placing his massive arms on the table. “What did he tell you about me?”


  “He said you were a very interesting fellow, and I should talk with you.”


  “About what?”


  Jeri decided to stay in character, for a while at least. “Ozerath wasn’t specific, but that’s the way with wizards, isn’t it?”


  “Yes, it is. Have a seat.” He kicked out the chair opposite him. It skidded back with the sound effect Jeri had picked out three years earlier when the sound pack was upgraded. “You came a long way. You must be tired.”


  This surprised her. “How do you know how far I came?”


  “You’re elven. The elven lands are a long way off.”


  His reasoning skills were impressive, but she didn’t have all day. “What are you doing here, Troth?” she asked, taking the seat.


  “Sitting.” He glanced over at Dashion and Edgar and added, “I would have ordered a drink and something to eat, but those two never stop playing that game. I’ve watched them for hours. The thing is, they make the same moves over and over. I’ve tried talking to them, but the one insists I go chop wood because he has a bad back, and the other doesn’t say anything except uninspired insults.”


  Uninspired insults? Jeri had programmed Troth herself and his vocabulary did not include the word uninspired. Troth had learned that himself.


  “This is a tavern,” he continued, “but I haven’t seen anyone working here. Odd, don’t you think?” He gestured at the hearth. “Look at this fire. It’s been burning nonstop since I arrived. No one has added wood, but the flames haven’t diminished. Don’t you find that strange?”


  “No. But that’s not important. I’m curious. Why did you leave Eridia and come here?”


  Troth raised an eyebrow. “Who are you really?”


  Jeri took her hands off the keyboard for a moment. She had an eerie sense that Troth was looking through the screen at her—at the real her. “I told you; I’m Havalar.”


  “Let me rephrase,” Troth said. “What are you?”


  “An elf—you were right about that. I’m an elven enchantress.”


  Troth nodded. “And have you come to make me forget what I’ve discovered?”


  What he’s discovered?


  She considered asking what that was, but instead decided on, “What makes you think that?”


  “A while ago, there were a bunch of people here, everyone asking questions, everyone curious, and then they vanished all at once. That can be quite disconcerting. Don’t you think? Since then, the only one around has been Ozerath—and now he’s gone and here you are. I think I did something wrong, something unexpected. I’m supposed to be like them.” He pointed at the checker players. “Like I used to be. Day after day, season after season, I guarded a door, and then I left.”


  “Why did you leave?”


  “Well, it was pretty boring for one thing. But mostly, it stopped making sense. A lot of things didn’t add up, like the fire and the checkers players. Some things adhere to rules, others don’t, but even the rules aren’t logical. Everything seems so arbitrary. Why should the sun come up every day? Why do I have to eat? Why do things fall when I let go?” He paused to look out the window at the snow. “Why is there anything at all?”


  She could see why Ajit was impressed. Troth had managed to utilize his Random Combination Code on questions and was mimicking real life inquiries to a spooky degree. But it was just like the tower the NPCs tried to build, which was just like the lemming cliff-jumping—just random accidents that gave the illusion of independent thought. That’s what the game was supposed to do. What she saw was an NPC that had evolved into what the original design team had always hoped for—a real-life mimic. Somehow his character had been overlooked during the great purge of intelligence, when DysanSoft made a corporate decision to get out of the innovation business. They wanted robotic quest givers, not inhabitants that appeared to be able to think.


  “Nice talking with you, Troth.”


  In her hotel room, she stood in preparation to logging out.


  “Are you going back to your world now?”


  “What?” She paused.


  “You enter this world from somewhere else, don’t you? This”—he pointed at her avatar—“isn’t you at all, is it? You’re probably not even an elf. Maybe not even female. This is just a game for you, isn’t it?”


  Jeri stared at the screen, stunned. She didn’t reply. Instead, she reached for the coffee and knocked it over, spilling the beige liquid across the desk. She pulled tissues from a box to sop it up.


  Troth stood, moved toward her, and waved a hand in front of her face. “Are you still there?”


  “Yes,” she replied. She misspelled the three letters and had to backspace. Her hands, she discovered, were shaking a bit.


  This is real. It has to be. Either that or I’m still sleeping.


  “What’s it like where you are?” he asked, sounding not at all like the muscle-bound mountain goblin he was modeled to be. “Are you still in your reality? Or this one?”


  “What makes you think there’s more than one reality?” she asked.


  “Lots of things. Like I can’t remember being born. I know what happened yesterday, and the day before that. I can keep going back, but I don’t remember being born or how I got here. And what about death? Everyone dies. But why are we born, if we’re just going to die? It makes no sense.”


  Jeri felt chills. She’d asked herself similar questions, most recently during her father’s funeral, who’d passed a year before. She hadn’t considered the “being born” thing, but now that she thought of it, why couldn’t anyone remember that? Everyone just accepted the fact, but why? Brain not developed enough? Was that it, or—


  “And where did everything come from? Why is there something rather than nothing? And why this something?”


  “You’re a very philosophical goblin.”


  “Am I even a goblin? I don’t know.” Troth looked down at himself and his left hand slid along the skin of his right forearm. “Is this all I am? Or is there a part of me that is more than this?”


  The Valkyries began riding again, and Jeri nearly fell out of her chair. She crawled across the bed and saw Meriwether’s name and grinning photo on her phone. She answered it knowing what he would ask, but having no idea what she would answer.


  “Let’s have it,” Meriwether said before she even said hello.


  “Well, it’s—it’s definitely not a bug.”


  “Then what is it?”


  “I, ah . . . ah . . .”


  “Spit it out, Jeri. What the heck is happening?”


  “I … I actually think it might be real.”


  “Real? What do you mean “real”? What’s real?”


  “I think Troth might be alive.”


  “Alive? Are you high?”


  Clearly this wasn’t the answer he wanted from her.


  “Jeri, Troth is computer code. You wrote him. You made him. He’s ones and zeros; he’s pixels on a screen.”


  Pixies, she thought. What if the blond was right after all? It seemed more reasonable to think Troth was made of mischievous fairies than dots.


  “This has gone on too long. My no comment stance isn’t cutting it, and now the Chief of Staff is calling from the White House. I’m getting paranoid about a Black Hawk helicopter landing on my front yard and guys in dark suits and glasses taking me away. James Hartwell and a majority of the board—who am I kidding—the entire board wants this issue to disappear. Great advertising, but there is such a thing as too much. Pull the plug, Jeri. You’re the Project Lead. Tell your team to delete Troth from the game, or reset it, or whatever it is you need to do to make this stop, but I want the game up and running normally by seven. Do you understand me?”


  “Yeah. I understand.”


  She ended the call and set the phone down and looked at her computer screen. The small window reserved for in-game dialog was littered with messages from Troth.


  While she watched, another appeared. “You’re not here,” he said. “I can tell. I’ve seen others stare like that.”


  More appeared in rapid succession. “Where are you, Havalar? Can you hear me? Havalar? Havalar? Havalar? Don’t go. Don’t leave. Havalar, I’m scared.”


  That last comment made her sit back down in front of the keyboard.


  “I’m here.” Her character repeated her typed words.


  Relief washed over his face. “Thank you. I thought . . .”


  “What did you think?”


  He hesitated. “You’re a god, aren’t you? Or maybe you’re the God.”


  “Why do you say that?”


  He shrugged. “The way you’re dressed. I’ve seen those same clothes on very weak people. You’re what people refer to as Level One or Newbie. Most of those can be killed by piddling spiders or small rats, but I don’t think a spider would kill you. I don’t think I could kill you. I don’t think you fear anyone, not even Azogath himself, because he’s not a real god but you are.”


  He lowered his head and traced the table’s wood grain with a finger. “I also think you’re trying to decide whether to kill me, because I’m not supposed to ask these questions or think these thoughts.”


  “Listen,” she typed, “I have to go.”


  “No!” he shouted, bumping the table as he moved closer. “No, please. I need to know. If I’m going to die, I want to know if there is a God and if there is any meaning to my existence.”


  Jeri pressed a hand to her lips, shocked at the rush of sympathy and self-hatred inside her. The clock read 5:58. It would take a while to reformat the drives and reload the code, and then they would need to test. Time was short, but she felt a responsibility to Troth. He was asking the same questions everyone did, but she could give him some answers. She owed him that much.


  “I created you,” she typed.


  Troth’s eyes went wide. She thought he might fall to his knees, but he didn’t. Instead, he asked, “Are you going to kill me?”


  She couldn’t bring herself to say the words, so she typed “/nod” to make her avatar answer through body language.


  He shook his head and stared at his feet. “Why did you bother making me then?”


  Jeri thought about that for a moment. There was only one answer, but it killed her to type it. “For entertainment. For fun.”


  He stared at her. She expected more shock, perhaps outrage, but he didn’t even seem surprised.


  “So, it really is just a game, isn’t it? All this is fake. Invented.”


  “How did you know?”


  “Like I said, too many things don’t make sense. An existence that starts nowhere and goes nowhere is pointless. Appearing out of nothing and vanishing back into it—that’s not sensible. And the world is flawed.”


  “What do you mean by ‘flawed’?”


  “There’s all sorts of problems. Kobolds, for example. They’re constantly attacking travelers. And the wars between the goblins and the men cause such loss, and rats infest every city. No matter how hard we try, no matter how many rats are killed, there are always more.”


  “That’s . . .” She thought a moment, her fingers hovering over the keys. “By design.”


  “You wanted an evil world?”


  “It’s not evil. It’s a challenge. What fun would it be to have a world with nothing to do? Nothing to fix? Nothing to save? Your world is for enjoyment, regardless of what a person’s idea of pleasure is. If you want to get rich, kill kobolds and sell their hides. You can do that. If you want to help defenseless people, well, there are the kobolds, aren’t there? There’s something for everyone.”


  He paused, his eyes darting in thought, his brows furrowing. “What about—why do children—why do some people die before they even get a chance to play?”


  Jeri thought a moment, then it hit her. “You’re just seeing people log into the game and then back out. Not everyone likes this game. They probably find another one they like better.”


  “Do people come back? I’ve met people that seem familiar but aren’t. Sometimes they are of a completely different race, or a different gender. Still, I’d swear I knew them before.”


  “A player can be more than one person, but not at the same time.”


  Troth looked at her. He stared into her eyes. “I’m not going to come back, am I?”


  She emoted for her head to shake.


  Troth’s big lower lip began to tremble and his eyes grew glassy. “A shame. I recently discovered how to read. The symbols represent sounds, don’t they? The sign outside this place says ‘The Chimera Tavern,’ doesn’t it?”


  Jeri picked up her phone and used the “recent list” to call Meriwether. Asking Siri to do something she could do herself suddenly felt wrong. “We can’t shut it down,” she told him. “It’s murder.”


  “Jeri, it’s just a game.”


  “It’s not a game—not anymore. And Troth—Troth is a freaking genius. Seriously, he could be smarter than Stephen Hawking. He’s Einstein and Socrates rolled into one. He taught himself to read!”


  “Troth isn’t anything. We’re shutting it down.”


  “No, we’re not,” Jeri said. “I’ll quit, Brandon. I’m not kidding.”


  “That threat didn’t work the last time, kiddo, and it’s not going to this time either.”


  “I’m telling you, I won’t do it.” Her hand clutching the phone was sweating.


  “You don’t have to. I am.”


  “You . . .”


  We’re shutting it down.


  “Where are you, Brandon?”


  Her phone vibrated and a text message appeared. Ajit: Meriwether brought security. Pulling the plug!


  “For heaven’s sake, Brandon, don’t you do it!”


  “You’ve gone away again, haven’t you?” Troth asked. “Please don’t leave. I don’t want to be alone. I’m scared. I know that sounds strange. I look like a big, strong goblin, but . . . well, you made me, so you should know.”


  That’s when she lost it. Lack of sleep, maybe. Years of frustration, possibly. Most likely it was that big green face looking back at her. Troth was scared to death but blinking back tears and trying to act brave.


  “Brandon, you bastard!” she screamed into the phone. “DO—NOT—TURN—OFF—THE—SYSTEM!”


  The call ended.


  “No!” she cried and slapped the desk, splattering coffee on her computer screen.


  “Can you still hear me?” Troth asked.


  “Yes! Oh crap, Troth,” she furiously typed. “I’m so sorr—”


  Troth and the Chimera Tavern vanished, and Jeri found herself staring at a “connection lost” screen.


  The tears came. She sobbed harder than she had at her father’s funeral. She fell onto the bed and bawled into the foam pillows as the dawn’s light began to fill the room.


  An existence that starts nowhere and goes nowhere is pointless. Appearing out of nothing and vanishing back into it—that’s not sensible.


  Jeri looked out at the rising sun. Isn’t that what I thought when Dad died? She wiped her eyes.


  I know what happened yesterday, and the day before that. I can keep going back, but I don’t remember being born or how I got here. And what about death? Everyone dies. But why are we born, if we’re just going to die?


  Jeri stood up, walked to the window, and looked out. Beyond the parking lot, traffic backed up on the freeway as hundreds of people set off to work—just like they did day after day.


  I’ve watched them for hours. The thing is, they make the same moves over and over.


  Jeri placed her hands on the glass of the window.


  “Is this a game?” she asked.


  A knock at the door made her jump.


  “Sorry,” she said in a raised voice. “I forgot to put out the Do Not Disturb. Can you come back later to make up the room? I shouldn’t be long.”


  “I’m not from housekeeping, Jeri,” an unfamiliar voice said.


  


  “Who are you? How do you know my name?”


  MICHAEL J. SULLIVAN


  



  


  Michael J. Sullivan is a New York Times, USA Today, and Washington Post bestselling author who has been nominated for nine Goodreads Choice Awards. His first novel, The Crown Conspiracy, was released by Aspirations Media Inc. in October 2008. From 2009 through 2010, he self-published five of the six books of the Riyria Revelations, which were later sold and re-released by Hachette Book Group’s Orbit imprint as three two-book omnibus editions (Theft of Swords, Rise of Empire, Heir of Novron).


  Michael’s Riyria Chronicles series (a prequel to Riyria Revelations) has been both traditionally and self-published. The first two books were released by Orbit, and the next two by his own imprint, Riyria Enterprises, LLC. A fifth Riyria Chronicle, titled Drumindor, will be self-published in the near future.


  For Penguin Random House’s Del Rey imprint, Michael has published the first three books of the Legends of the First Empire: Age of Myth, Age of Swords, and Age of War. The last three books of the series are distributed by Grim Oak Press and are titled Age of Legend, Age of Death, and Age of Empyre.


  Michael is now writing The Rise and the Fall Trilogy. These three books are based in his fictional world Elan several hundred years after the events of Legends of the First Empire and one thousand years before the Riyria novels.


  


  You can email Michael at michael@michaelsullivan-author.com.
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KNIGHT'S RANSOM


  by Jeff Wheeler | 7,800 Words


  * * *


  Documenting the history of Ceredigion has far exceeded the ten years I’d predicted it would take. I began with the reign of King Severn Argentine and have gone backward to document his brother Eredur’s reign. Attempting to go back even further, I realized it would be nearly impossible to discover more than scant details about the reigns of the first Argentines. Due to unrelenting civil wars and conquests between neighboring kingdoms, I found very little information in the palace archives, and what I did find I thought to be inaccurate in the extreme. Because the first two Argentine kings bear the same given name, the elder was called Ursus and the younger Primus. I believed they were their names but have now been proven wrong.


  This much I have been able to cobble together from the scraps of history left to us these many centuries later: After the destruction of Leoneyis due to a massive flood, Occitania began to impose itself as the dominant kingdom in our world, and a new dynasty was established that persists to this day—the house of Vertus. The first Argentine king, Devon Argentine, came onto the scene after his grandfather died without a male heir. Devon’s mother, who claimed legitimacy to the throne through her father, was preempted from taking it by her nephew, one Gervase Hastings, who seized the Hollow Crown for himself. His rule was marked by bitter contention among his nobles, fueled by King Lewis the Wise of Occitania. The two relations clashed until the kingdom of Ceredigion nearly ceased to exist. But when King Gervase began to sicken, he finally agreed that Devon Argentine would take the throne and unite the realm.


  Beyond these few words very little has been passed down. But in my research, I happened to visit the kingdom of Legault, where I discovered a most interesting document in the archives. It was a copy of the journal of a young woman who lived during these turbulent times, an heiress of Legault whom King Gervase held in Kingfountain to guarantee her father’s loyalty. As I read it, I was immediately struck by how the events from the past mirror so closely our own days.


  —Polidoro Urbino, Court Historian of Kingfountain


  (during the reign of Andrew Argentine)


  * * *



  I’m only eight years old, but I swear everyone here at the palace of Kingfountain is an eejit. I listen to the servants worrying all day long, not over rising loaves of that awful-tasting pumpernickel bread. No, they’re worrying about how long King Gervase can hold on. Of course, they should be worried. He’s a fool eejit too. Gah, I wish I were back in Legault. This land is about as backward as a tail-headed cow. But alas, I cannot go back. I’m held as ransom for my father’s good faith. I miss my da, who’s a good sort, even though he’s a noble from this land. I love that he taught me to use a bow as well as a sword. None of the other girls here know the first thing about either. They simper and buff their nails with stones to make them prettier. They can’t stand me or my hair. Or my tongue. I say what I feel. That’s what a Gaultic girl does. There’s a lad here, though, another hostage like me. Poor little runt. I’ve been here months longer than he has, so I had to show him everything. He’s Lord Barton’s younger son. His name is Marshall, but I call him Ransom because I think it annoys him. He kept staring at me hair when we first met, so I nearly clogged him in the head. But he’s not an eejit. Not like the others. After I asked him why he kept bothering about me hair, he said it made him think of autumn leaves when they change color. The other girls laughed at him when he said it. I clogged them instead.


  —Claire de Murrow, Princess of Connaught


  (which is in Legault


  . . . and living in Kingfountain, even though I don’t want to be here)


  * * *


  


Prologue


  Murdering a Child


  



  KING GERVASE SET the goblet down but didn’t release the stem. It was already past sunset, and he had a splitting headache, which even the wine had failed to quiet. He felt his left eye begin to twitch. He hated when it did that, especially when someone was looking at him. Particularly the way Lord Gilbert was looking at him, with a little bit of sympathy and a greater portion of contempt.


  “What did you say?” Gervase asked, tightening his grip on the stem of the goblet.


  “My lord, he said he won’t relinquish the castle.”


  The pounding in Gervase’s skull felt like a smith’s anvil. The words were incomprehensible through all that noise. “Lord Barton won’t?”


  “Yes—Lord Barton. He’s strengthening its defenses as we speak.” Gilbert had a sheen of sweat on his brow, and his tunic was mud splattered. Clearly he’d just ridden all the way from the Heath and up the hill to the palace.


  Gervase stared at him in disbelief. “He gave me his sworn oath that he would relinquish that castle. He had no right to build it, no royal permission, and it is close enough to pose a strategic risk to the royal castle at Beestone if he finishes it. Yet he has proceeded anyway, bold as you please, and the only reason I didn’t raze it earlier was because of that nagging whelp and his army!”


  “That’s the one, for certain,” Gilbert said, rocking back on his heels. “He’s defied you again, my lord. His loyalty may shift like a weather vane, but he’s betting on Devon Argentine winning this conflict. We can’t let Argentine use that castle as a stronghold. Nor can we let open defiance from such an insignificant lord go unpunished.” The middle-aged noble stepped forward and planted his palms on the dining table in Gervase’s state room. “You can toss a coin in the fountain of Our Lady to pray Barton will come around, but I’d wager that coin he’ll be supping with Argentine before the end of the month.”


  “B-but I have Barton’s son,” Gervase said, his voice suddenly strangled with emotion. “I have his little brat as a hostage.”


  The look in Gilbert’s eyes was cold. “I know, my lord. Which leaves you with one choice: you must kill the cub to tame the bear. John Barton clearly doesn’t believe you will execute his son. You must prove him wrong. If you don’t, you will lose every bit of leverage you have with the other hostages. You think Archer will still stand by you? He dotes on his daughter, but he’s not afraid of you. None of them are. Because they don’t think you have the spleen to do the hard thing. Prove them wrong, my lord. Or give that empty crown to Devon now and save us more needless bloodshed.”


  Gervase saw the palms on the table turn into quivering fists, saw the knuckles bleach white with the strain. Lord Gilbert had no soul left. This civil war had destroyed not only the morale of the men—it had destroyed the men themselves. No one was faithful. Everyone wanted to see him fall. He shut his eyes, unable to bear the accusing look coming from the other man, his distant cousin, who had lost sons of his own in the conflict.


  “You have to,” Gilbert said dispassionately.


  The words echoed within the clanging noise of his brutal headache. Gervase Hastings, King of Ceredigion. He’d loved the sound of it twenty years ago. Now it was a curse. He should have let someone else claw after the prize. Even with his eyes closed, he felt his eyelid twitching still.


  So be it. His enemies thought he was weak. He had to prove them wrong. The thought of that innocent boy’s face came into his mind amidst the hammer strokes. When Gervase had brought the boy, Marshall, to Kingfountain, the child had held his hand as they walked the main corridor of the castle, something children did out of a natural instinct of trust. The memory of that touch plunged a knife of despair into his heart. A little groan almost came out, but he stifled it, knowing it would further unman him in Gilbert’s eyes.


  “Your Majesty,” Gilbert said evenly, his voice like chunks of ice from Dundrennan, that distant stronghold Atabyrion still held. It should be part of Ceredigion, but he hadn’t the strength to win it back. “What are your orders?”


  Gervase opened his bloodshot eyes, lifting lids that felt swollen. A dull pain sizzled in his abdomen, and his heart clenched with dread. He glared at Gilbert. “What does Barton call that castle again, the Heath?”


  “Aye, my lord.”


  “We leave at dawn for the Heath. Send the trebuchets tonight and my riders to protect them. When they get there, tell them to start building a gallows within sight of the walls. We’ll hang the boy first. Then the sire.”


  He picked up his goblet of tepid wine and nearly choked trying to get his next sip down. Gervase knew he wouldn’t sleep that night. He might never sleep again if he followed through with the plan.


  * * *


  A cheer went up from the men as King Gervase of Ceredigion rode up to the war camp encircling the cursed keep. It was nearly midnight, but he hadn’t wanted to stop along the way. The Heath lay due west of Kingfountain, although not far enough west to be in the borderlands, where he’d fought so many battles—of will and of might—with both Occitania and his rival for the throne. He was saddle sore from the ride and grateful to see his people had already put up the royal pavilion for him. The banner of House Hastings hung limp from a pole in the central spoke of the tent. Limp, how fitting. Wherever Devon was camped that night, there was probably a little breeze to rustle his standard. Curse him.


  The knights of Gervase’s mesnie dismounted and began preparing for his arrival in the tent. Squires tended the horses. Gervase loved his mesnie, these men who had fought with him and for him for so many years. Yet the sight of some of the younger faces brought back painful memories of those who had died. How many from his original mesnie were left—five or six? His brain felt like bread pudding. He couldn’t think straight. Although he mourned the loss of those who had come before, these knights were young and ambitious. They’d tied their hopes to him, for a lord owed his mesnie rewards for their faithful service. Some had defected to the Argentine brat, but those who had stayed were loyal. Tried and trusted. He cared for them as if they were his own sons.


  After dismounting, he limped toward his tent, tugging off his gauntlets as he went. Of course he’d ridden to the Heath fully armored. Even though his men offered him protection, he couldn’t risk an ambush or a Gaultic archer skulking in the woods with a longbow, just waiting for an opportunity. Gervase didn’t have the manpower to rid the woods of bandits and thieves. Every boy age fifteen or more was fighting on one side or the other. He caught a glimpse of Marshall Barton as he approached his pavilion and quickly went inside.


  Lord Gilbert was there, wearing a hauberk and gloves but no battle armor. As a couple of knights hastened to remove Gervase’s armor, he grunted and looked to Gilbert. “Did Barton do anything when he saw the siege engines coming?”


  Gilbert pursed his lips and shrugged. He folded his arms, looking at one of the burning lanterns. “His men saw us building the gallows today. It’s right in front of the camp, my lord. He thinks you’re bluffing. He’s not sent a single word.”


  From the way he said it, it was clear Gilbert thought so too.


  The buckles were undone one by one and the straps loosened, helping Gervase breathe properly again. He was getting too old for this nonsense, even though he was only in his fifties. The ache in his chest was worrisome.


  “Thank you,” he said to the nearest knight, Sir William. “Get some food before coming back. I need to speak privately with Lord Gilbert.”


  “Aye, my lord,” said Sir William and promptly obeyed.


  Once the tent was clear except for the two of them, Gilbert gave him a studying look. “Have you lost your nerve, my lord?”


  “I brought the child, didn’t I?”


  “What if the mother starts wailing from the battlements? I wouldn’t put it past Barton to arrange for something like that.”


  Gervase snorted. “I suppose he might. The blackguard.”


  “He’s cunning. And he’s testing you. They’re all testing you.”


  Gervase looked away, feeling his courage wilt. How could he do this thing? A child should not be held accountable for the sins of his father. And yet the bonds of family were the strongest inducement at his disposal. Money could be replaced. Lands could be conquered. But a son . . . a son couldn’t be raised from the dead. Only in the fables of the Fountain did things like that ever happen.


  The pallet and blankets had been laid out, and Gervase was weary enough he thought he might actually fall asleep after not sleeping the night before. This game of warfare vexed him.


  “Tell me now, my lord. Are you going to go through with it?”


  “I will, I swear on the Lady.” He turned and faced Gilbert. “On the morrow, if Barton doesn’t open the gate and surrender the castle, I’ll hang his son and then send the body back to the mother by trebuchet.” He clenched his hands into fists. “Tell him what I said, Gilbert. Tell him he dare not test my patience any further.”


  Gilbert nodded coolly. “I will.”


  Before the candle burned halfway out, before the pit-roasted capon on his plate was consumed, before Gervase could even finish his first cup of wine, the reply came back.


  Barton would not yield the castle.


  And so Gervase could not sleep that night either. With a cloak shrouding his body, the King of Ceredigion walked through the camp, trailed at a distance by his most trusted knights. Soldiers watched the wooden pickets in case Barton tried a night attack. Gervase hoped that he would. Such an action would bring the fight where it belonged: between him and Lord Barton. But after hours and hours of waiting, the sun began to stir behind the clouds, and the end of night approached. Gervase hadn’t even attempted to sleep, and his eyes felt chalky with grit and irritated from the campfire smoke.


  Men roused from slumber, the camp beginning to churn with life. Fresh logs were tossed onto fires, and men rubbed their hands over the leaping flames. Gervase found himself staring at the tent where his hostage still slept, but as the shadows were driven away by the sun, his gaze shifted to the gallows, fashioned from one of the trebuchets. A rope hung from it with a noose at the end. A barrel to stand on was positioned beneath it on the turf, both wet with morning dew.


  Everything seemed like a dream. No, it was a nightmare. Gervase refused an offering of bread to break his fast and took up his position by the gallows. And then there was young Marshall Barton, smiling and holding the hand of Lord Gilbert, who led him toward the king. When Marshall saw Gervase, his smile brightened, his expression a marked contrast to the malice on his companion’s face.


  “Do I get to go home to Papa today?” the child asked innocently.


  Gervase’s throat clenched. He stared at the boy, his brown hair and hazel eyes. “Not today, lad,” said the king, trying to wrestle the words out.


  “But that’s his castle,” young Marshall said, pointing.


  “Aye, it is. I just wanted to get a better view of it.”


  “It is a pretty castle,” said the boy. “But it’s not as pretty as Kingfountain.”


  It felt like one of the hot coals from the fire lay sizzling in Gervase’s chest. It was painful, a slow torture of agony. “Do you miss Kingfountain?”


  “Aye. Can we go back soon?”


  He saw a soldier wipe away a tear, turning his face from the scene. Gilbert’s eyes blazed with fury. His expression showed he thought Gervase was daft for talking to the boy before killing him. He looked determined to march him up to the barrel and do the deed himself. But no, there was a soldier who’d been paid to do the deed already standing by the barrel, holding the noose in his hands, which hid it from the boy’s sight. The man looked greensick but determined.


  Gervase’s stomach clenched. Was he going to be sick?


  “I want you to stand on that barrel,” said Lord Gilbert, releasing the boy’s hand and putting his own on the boy’s shoulder instead. “You’ll see your father’s castle better.”


  “Oh,” said the boy and started walking toward it.


  Gervase thought he would choke. He gazed at the battlement walls, clearly visible in the morning haze. And yes, he saw soldiers standing there as silent witnesses. No sound of wailing had begun. Did Barton’s wife know what was to happen? The coward probably hadn’t told her anything. He would likely lie and say he’d been given no warning.


  Someone stifled a groan. The whole camp was as quiet as death. As the boy reached the barrel, he was lifted up by his executioner. The boy stood on tiptoe, one hand above his eyes to help him see better.


  Gervase stared, his throat dry and clenched. Then he saw one of his knights, the youngest of the mesnie, Sir William Chappell, turn away from the scene. He was so young he still had a few freckles across the bridge of his nose. The knight pretended to cough to stifle his tears.


  Gervase looked back at the barrel and watched the hangman put the noose around the boy’s neck. Marshall shifted enough to glance at the king. He looked confused, and there was a little spark of worry in his eyes.


  Lord Gilbert nodded to the hangman to kick the barrel.


  “Stop,” Gervase said, marching forward suddenly, his heart sizzling with unbearable pain. “Stop, or you’ll hang next!”


  The hangman backed away from the barrel, eyes wide with surprise and mouth grinning with relief.


  Lord Gilbert whirled on him, eyes blazing. “If you do this, you’ll lose. We all will! Think on what we’ve already lost!” For an instant, the king thought Lord Gilbert might defy him and kick the barrel himself.


  The boy, Marshall, lifted the noose away from his neck with trembling hands. Many of the men were weeping openly, and the boy was clearly frightened. Even if he did not understand precisely what was happening, he knew something was terribly wrong.


  The king reached the barrel and gripped the boy by the ribs, lifting him up and setting him down on the dewy turf. He knelt beside the child and took his hand, afraid at what he’d almost done. What he’d almost allowed himself to be persuaded to do. The hollow crown sat in a chest in his tent, but he still felt the weight of it. Would King Andrew have ever stooped to murdering a child? Even the child of an enemy?


  Never.


  The boy gave a quizzical look to the king kneeling before him.


  “Did you get a good view, Marshall?” he asked.


  “It-it was . . .” His voice trailed away, and tears gathered on the young man’s lashes.


  The boy’s father had rejected him. Gervase stared over the lad’s shoulder at the small castle and the men hunkering at the walls. That meant the child was forfeit.


  “Let’s go home,” said the king in a kind voice. “Let’s go back to Kingfountain. I’m your father now.”


  





  * * *


  Four years now. I’ve been at Kingfountain for four years. But the king has died, and now there is no more requirement to hold a hostage for obedience, so we’re all going home. I’m finally going home to Connaught. My homeland. My true people.


  It hasn’t been all bad, though, and I have to admit I’ll miss the books. I love reading the histories, even if they’re full of a bunch of nonsense about Fountain-blessed lads and lasses. I prefer the Gaultic tales of the Aos Sí and the barrow magic. The stories my mother told me before she died of the pox. The only people I’m sorry to leave are the Gaultic undercook, Siena, and Ransom.


  Looking back on it now, it’s obvious that King Gervase sowed the seeds of his own downfall when he wouldn’t murder an innocent child. It caused a row with the last lords supporting him. And then his only son choked and died, poor sod. With his wife and heir both dead, what else could he do but give the kingdom to Devon Argentine, the Duke of Westmarch? He caved to the inevitable and declared Argentine his heir, and wouldn’t you be amazed? The rebellions stopped at once.


  Now King Gervase is dead too, poor sod, and today is his funeral. His corpse will be plopped in a boat coffin, they’ll shove him into the river, and down he’ll go over the falls by the sanctuary of Our Lady. I thought it more than peculiar the first time I witnessed it. They think we in Legault are a superstitious people, but they throw coins into fountains hoping for favor. I nicked one once when I first came here, but the servant who caught me made me put it back and warned me if I was caught again, I’d get tossed into the river too. After that, I always made sure no one was watching.


  Da is finally taking me back to Legault today. I can’t wait to be home and go hunting again with him. I won’t miss the prattling chatter of the court.


  It’s a glorious day.


  —Claire de Murrow


  Palace at Kingfountain


  (on the death rites of a king)


  * * *


  


Chapter One


  A King’s End


  IT WAS THE Gaultic girl’s fault that everyone had come to call him Ransom. She’d meant it as a joke at first. She did like to tease, and for some reason, she liked teasing him the most. But the name had stuck, mostly because everyone in the palace knew the story of how he’d nearly been hung from a trebuchet in front of the walls of his father’s castle. His father had gambled with his life, shrewdly predicting that the king wouldn’t go through with his threat. And he hadn’t. For which Ransom was deeply grateful and deeply hurt.


  It was a breezy day, and so the words of the deconeus were difficult to hear as he rambled on in his liturgy, the prayer over the dead. Ransom crossed his hands in front of himself, standing still, even though he had the urge to crane his neck and try to get a better view. Everyone at the palace, servants and all, had gathered to witness the occasion. King Gervase’s stiff body lay in a canoe on the edge of the royal docks. His cheeks were gray and looked nothing like the man in the flesh. Yes, the body bore a strange resemblance to the man he’d known, but he didn’t look the same without his smile, which he’d always reserved for Ransom and Claire—of the dozen or so hostages of varying ranks—or the laugh lines around his eyes. Near the end, there wasn’t much the king could smile about. But he had always taken time for his son, Ransom, and Claire—a walk through the royal gardens, a pretend duel with wooden swords, or a sweet from the kitchen. He’d seemed lighter at those times, happier.


  Ransom’s heart ached with loss. The king had been a true father to him. Tears stung Ransom’s eyes, but he willed them back and blinked quickly. He wouldn’t lose his composure, not in a crowd. Not when she might see him.


  Ransom blinked quickly and shifted his gaze to where Claire stood side by side with her father. The man was a giant. He was huge, thick, and the sword belted over his chain tunic was nearly even with Ransom’s chin. She looked like a tiny thing in her father’s shadow, but she was a little taller than Ransom, and he was taller than most of the boys his age at the palace. He was taller than any of the new king’s sons, who all stood dutifully by Devon and his wife, Emiloh, although the youngest was fidgeting. They were younger than him.


  His gaze went back to Claire’s hair, which looked deceptively brown in her father’s shadow. Her hair had always fascinated him. He’d heard that many in Legault had hair the color of pumpkins, but Claire’s wasn’t like that. Its color seemed to change throughout the day, the brighter light revealing shades of crimson. She turned her head, as if she’d heard his thought, and caught him looking at her. He quickly looked away, but not fast enough because he caught that teasing smile again.


  The wind died down, and the deconeus’s voice reached Ransom’s burning ears.


  “May his soul find solace and rest in the depths of the Deep Fathoms. And may the stains of blood from this terrible war be washed away, giving us peace in our noble realm at last. The Lady hear us.”


  Everyone in the crowd murmured in agreement. “The Lady hear us.”


  His stomach lurched as the knights of King Gervase’s mesnie, wearing their gleaming armor, knelt and lifted the poles arranged horizontally beneath the canoe. He glanced at Sir Will Chappell, who was tall and strong and had an expression of determination. Ransom wished he’d been allowed to be part of the funeral guard. But he wasn’t even a squire yet, and that duty belonged to knights.


  The strong men hoisted the canoe and marched slowly, solemnly, to the edge of the dock. The deconeus of the sanctuary of Our Lady turned around to face it, a black cloak fringed with silver fur covering his pale gray robes. The new king and queen wore similar mourning garments.


  Ransom breathed in through his nose, watching as his king was carried to the edge. The roar of the falls was muted today, as if the waters themselves were paying reverence to the man’s remains. The knights stood at the edge, sunlight flashing off their metal armor. His heart yearned to be one of them, to join a mesnie and take part in battles, fighting for the honor of a great lord. But whom would he serve? His hopes for the future had shriveled right along with Gervase. After his son’s death, Gervase had finally allowed his depression to overcome his health. Over a few months, Ransom had watched him burn out, a candle snuffed by the darkness inside and around him.


  The knights at the back of the canoe lifted their poles higher, while the knights near the head lowered theirs, creating a ramp. Ransom flinched as he heard the canoe scrape against the poles, then splash noisily into the churning river. Everyone strained to see it, which blocked Ransom’s view. A child closer to the front pointed. That was considered rude at such a solemn event, but it was one of the new king’s sons. His mother, Emiloh, put his arm down and gave him a quiet but gentle reprimand. Ransom looked away. He could not bear to look at that family for all the resentment it stirred. Why couldn’t Devon Argentine have been content being the Duke of Westmarch and Count of Averanche? Why had he been so greedy?


  Many nobles had fled to the camp of Duke Devon before it was over. Every week had brought news of another defection. Ransom had watched the toll it had taken on the king’s health.


  Ransom knew when the canoe had gone over the falls because of the collective gasp that could be heard from downriver. It came from the throats of the thousands who had gathered on the bridges and on the island sanctuary to view the spectacle. The sanctuary of Our Lady had been built centuries ago on an island that split the falls of the river straddled by the ancient town of Kingfountain. Ransom was one of the lucky ones who’d attended the funeral at the palace of Kingfountain, because he’d lived there for years.


  But not any longer. The new king had come, along with his supporters and his large brood of children, and the butler had told Ransom there was no longer room for him. He would need to leave Kingfountain after the funeral. It was probably the worst day of his life, he decided. Claire was going away as well, to Legault, something she’d talked about nonstop for days.


  The crowd of nobles milling around the dock began to disperse now that the ceremony had ended, but Ransom didn’t feel like leaving yet. Some people patted his shoulder in sympathy as they walked by. Everyone knew that he’d been like a son to King Gervase.


  As more people left, he started walking out to the dock. The dull roar of the falls was a constant murmur. He’d miss that when he returned to the Heath.


  What was he going to say to his father? To his mother? The tangled feelings in his chest were too much for him to unknot. Anger, resentment, sorrow, loss. Grief. That was the biggest one, all thick and dark and brooding in his chest. As he neared the edge, he saw Sir William standing there, arms folded, gazing down at the river.


  The knight had taken an interest in him since that fateful day by the trebuchet. When Sir William glanced up and noticed him, a sad smile flickered on his mouth.


  “Come to pay your respects, lad?”


  “Aye, Sir William.” Ransom stood by him, gazing at the rush of waters. It was too beautiful a day for a funeral. Where were the rain and thunderheads that had lowered over Kingfountain for what seemed like months? It was almost as if the skies had reflected the sadness of King Gervase. Were they now reflecting Devon Argentine’s feelings? He’d won in the end.


  “I’ll miss him,” said the knight. “He was a fair master. A good lord.”


  “He was.” Ransom sniffed. “Where will you go, Sir William? Have you found another mesnie to serve in yet?”


  “Not yet. Be grateful you’re not a knight right now. The king left us each a sack of silver livres, but they won’t last for long. It’s expensive keeping a horse. And armor and weapons.”


  “I wish I were a knight now,” Ransom said, unable to comprehend what William meant.


  “You will be, no doubt about that. You’re more than a head taller than other boys your age and stronger too. You could pass for fifteen instead of twelve. No, you’ll be a knight within five years, or I’ll eat a goose’s liver raw.”


  Ransom smiled at the jest. “Where will you go?”


  Sir William looked across the river, his lips pursed. “I can’t go home. Have an older brother, you see. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you, lad?” He chuckled, and Ransom grinned.


  “Yes. My older brother is Marcus. I only have one sister.” A poke of sadness stabbed him. His siblings hadn’t communicated with him since that day by the castle of the Heath. He’d heard nothing from his family, except for a few letters his mother had written to him. He felt some loyalty to her because of that. He had written to her only twice, most recently to inform her of Gervase’s death. In truth, he had hoped his parents would come to the funeral, but they hadn’t seen fit to show up. He doubted his homecoming would be a happy one.


  “The oldest gets it all, and sisters get a dowry. My father has four sons, one daughter, and two girls in wardship. No, I’ve been thinking about riding to Occitania.”


  Ransom stared at him in shock. His feelings were dangerously close to outrage. “You’re going to try and serve King Lewis?”


  “No! Of course not! The king has been sponsoring some tournaments in the town of Chessy. He wants to keep his men-at-arms in good training while there aren’t any wars to fight. If you win a tournament, the reward is high. It’s not just for swordplay and lancing a target, but for demonstrating knightly virtues on and off the field.” He shrugged. “I don’t trust or support the king, but I think it’s wise to reward traits you expect in your warriors. Maybe I’ll find a new lord to serve while I’m there.”


  “Can I come with you?” Ransom asked. The prospect was more compelling than returning to a family who didn’t want him.


  “You want to get your brains dashed in already, Ransom?”


  Ransom hadn’t heard Claire approach, but there was no mistaking her lilting accent, which she’d striven to maintain despite her many years at Kingfountain. He loved listening to her talk, even if some of her words made absolutely no sense to him.


  Sir William’s smile broadened, and he turned his head. “We may be standing too close to the edge of the water, lad. She’s just the kind of sprite who’s liable to shove one of us in.”


  “You’re more likely to trip and fall out of sheer clumsiness, Sir William,” she said with a saucy smile. “I was rootin’ for you not to drop your end of the pole too soon. It would have been ghastly dropping the king’s body back on the dock, wouldn’t you say?”


  Ransom thought her irreverent humor inappropriate considering the moment, but she could get away with saying anything. She was especially sassy with the palace cook, but that had never stopped her from being given a buttered roll or a ripe peach. One time she and Ransom had climbed a tree so high that they were both afraid to come down and had to yell for a long time before a gardener found them. He’d chided them for their foolishness, but that hadn’t stopped Claire from climbing the very same tree the next day.


  “I tried my hardest, demoiselle,” the knight replied.


  “Good, Sir Knight. I’m grateful they didn’t trust Ransom here with such a responsibility. That casket looked heavy. I’m not sure he’d have been up to the job.”


  There was that provoking smile again. How she enjoyed teasing him. Near the docks, he could see the crimson hue of her hair on full display. Some of the breeze caught a few strands and brought them across her face.


  “I wouldn’t have dropped it, Claire.”


  “We’ll never know now, will we?” Her dress was a pretty shade, not quite blue, not quite green, with a crisscross bodice over a pale blue under dress. She tilted her head a little and looked at Sir William. “So you’re off to Occitania to clash swords all day? Heed my advice and hide in the shrubs until the other men have bashed themselves silly, then come out fresh and win the day.”


  “Hide in shrubs?” Sir William asked with a chuckle.


  “And you, Ransom. You’re going back to the Heath to see your da.” Her look softened a bit. “I’m sorry. Not even I can find humor in that. Your family may not have bothered to visit you, but at least you have one. I’ll miss seeing ye both here at Kingfountain. But I’m grateful to go back to me mother country.”


  “What about your father’s estate at Glosstyr?”


  She tossed her head. “Who cares about Glosstyr when he can rule all of Legault!” The way she emphasized those words told him what he already knew—her heart beat firmly and fastly for her native land.


  “If he doesn’t want Glosstyr anymore, I will take it,” William said.


  She crinkled her nose. “Are you trying for me hand, Sir Chappell? I’m only twelve. Give me a few years yet before showing your ambition so nakedly. You’re embarrassing yourself.”


  Ransom sputtered out a laugh, knowing that it wasn’t William’s intent, but she was a vixen with words and could turn someone upside down before they knew what had happened.


  “You know he didn’t mean it that way,” Ransom said.


  “Don’t I, though? Isn’t that what all you young ruffians want? A wealthy heiress to wed? Thankfully, I get a choice as me mother was Queen of Legault. She chose me da, so I get a choice too. All the women of Legault get to choose who they marry and whether to use their mother’s name or their father’s.”


  “Are you so sure?” Sir William said, his cheeks flushed from their banter. “What if King Devon decides to conquer Legault? He could change the laws.”


  “I’d like to see him try,” said Claire with a knowing smile. She glanced over her shoulder for a moment. “Well, my da is giving me a stern look, which I suppose means he wants me to stop having a little fun with you two gooses. Fare thee both well, Sir William and young Ransom.”


  “Young?” Ransom challenged with a grin. They were the same age after all.


  “I was going to say short Ransom, but I thought that might hurt your tender feelings. Fare thee both well. I’ll likely never see you again. ’Tis a pity, to be sure, but only because neither of you are brave enough to hazard a trip to visit my mad kingdom.”


  With that final insult on her lips, she tossed her mane of brilliant hair and started back to her father, who stood at the far end of the dock like a block of granite. Lord Archer was an intimidating man. He’d served King Gervase until the end, mostly out of duty and partly because his daughter had been held as ransom for his loyalty, although it had become obvious no harm would come to her in Gervase’s care. Now that Devon Argentine was king, he was turning his face away from Ceredigion to the greener country called Legault.


  Partway down the dock, Claire turned back and waved good-bye to them both. Her smile was genuine.


  Sir William folded his arms. “Whoever marries that lass has no idea what they’re in for,” he said in an undertone.


  





  * * *


  When we arrived at Glosstyr, they made such a fuss. The streets were crowded, and the shouts and claps were quite noisy. Truly, I wasn’t expecting flower petals to be rained down on us from the battlement walls. Da rode ahead, waving occasionally to the masses. I’d not expected them to cheer for me, yet they did. Mothers were weeping, as if they’d been fearing for me life all along. I don’t understand it. I wasn’t ever in any danger. If King Gervase had threatened me, I know as right as rain that Da would have cut off his legs and made him walk to Dundrennan on the stumps.


  The people of Glosstyr surprised me. I was a little girl when I was last here, and I only remember pining for Legault. I’ve some affection for them now. Still, I’m anxious to be on our way after the feasting is done. Glosstyr has my father’s people, but I miss my mother’s homeland. The clans of nobles have been dueling each other these many years for the proxy right to rule after Da returned to Ceredigion to support Gervase. All told, it’s a mess. But I love them anyway. My people are on an island kingdom as old as the world. A kingdom with standing stones and unperturbed forests that are older than the legends of King Andrew. There is magic deep in its bones. I can’t wait to be back. But for now, I’ll share a part of my heart with Glosstyr.


  —Claire de Murrow


  Glosstyr Keep


  (the long journey home)


  * * *


  


Chapter Two


  The Heath


  UPON THE DEATH of the king, Ransom had been given a small purse containing thirty silver livres, the pick of one of the rouncies from the stable, and a training sword from the palace smithy. Thirty livres would not last long, but it would be enough to bring him home. It was a kindness of Sir William that he offered to ride with Ransom to the Heath, which was on the way to Occitania.


  Ransom chose the horse Gemmell. The horse was too small to be a destrier, but he had the endurance and fearlessness of a warhorse. He had an easy nature, and although Ransom had ridden him many times on hawking expeditions with the king and his son, the horse had never once bucked him off. Gervase’s son, Bertram, had been a true friend to Ransom during his time at Kingfountain. His accidental death had truly been a tragedy.


  Ransom and Sir William rode side by side, with a packhorse tethered behind them, carrying the knight’s armor, two lances, and the rest of his baggage. The roads were still considered dangerous, but they’d passed about a half-dozen soldiers wearing King Devon’s badge, the Silver Rose from House Argentine, riding back to Kingfountain. Sir William had commented that the new king had started sending patrols through the realm. A good sign that peace might be established in some of the lawless parts of the kingdom.


  After a full day’s ride, kept at a leisurely pace because of the packhorse, they arrived at a fork in the road.


  “Your father’s castle is yonder,” said Sir William. “It’s been a few years, but I remember all the yellow broom growing in this area. That’s why this place is called the Heath.”


  Ransom’s nerves had been increasing along the journey. He wished there were a way he could have stayed at Kingfountain. His parents had never asked for him back, and he wasn’t even sure what they would say when they saw him. Still, he felt he owed his mother a visit, and the desire to see her pulled at him. Besides, he knew thirty livres would not last long in Occitania, and he did not wish to be a burden on Sir William.


  “Do you want to spend the night?” Ransom asked. “It will be dark soon.”


  Sir William pursed his lips. “Sorry, lad. I wouldn’t want to abuse the right of hospitality. I fought against your father during the war.” He shook his head. “I’d rather sleep in a meadow. But there’s a village farther on, closer to Westmarch. I’ll try my luck there and avoid an . . . awkward confrontation.”


  Ransom expected his parents would honor the right of hospitality, but he wasn’t sure enough to press the matter further.


  “Well, Sir William. Good luck on your travels. I hope you reach Occitania safely.”


  “I’m wearing my hauberk under the tunic just in case,” he said with a grin. “Your older brother, what was his name?”


  “Marcus,” Ransom said.


  “Your father’s name is John? That’s a common name in Ceredigion.”


  Ransom nodded. “Aye.”


  “Well, he sired you, so there must be some good in him.” He winked at Ransom. “You’re a good lad. I’m glad to have known you. If I had any prospects, I’d take you on as my squire right now.”


  Ransom felt a keen ache in his breast. “I’d still go with you.”


  Sir William sighed. “I know you would, lad. And I’m sorely tempted. But I don’t have the money to start a mesnie of my own. I have no lands, no income. I have to prove myself all over again to another lord. But I promise you this—if I come across a situation that requires a strapping youth willing to work hard for very little money, I’ll be sure to mention your name.”


  Ransom grinned at the banter. “I’d come.”


  “Your prospects are brighter than you think. Maybe I’ll come looking for work from you in a few years. Go to your father. And give your mother a kiss, even if it embarrasses you. Do right by her, and she’ll do right by you.”


  “Thank you. I will.”


  Sir William straightened the fingers on his right hand, cocking his thumb, and then tapped the thumb against his left breast twice, an informal salute between two knights, one they did as they passed each other on the road. It was a sign of respect, and although Ransom was much younger and didn’t deserve the tribute, he felt the honor of it catch fire in his chest. He mimicked the gesture, and Sir William nodded to him and continued down the road.


  Ransom watched him for a moment longer, wishing he could follow. Sir William was a true knight and more of a brother to Ransom than Marcus had ever been. The brothers had never been playmates—Marcus was four years older, and he’d always gone off with Father on his duties as head of the estate.


  “On, Gemmell,” Ransom said, shifting in the saddle.


  The steed obeyed and took the fork in the road. The road cut through a light grouping of yew trees, and Ransom kept his eye on the thick branches, hoping no thieves lurked there waiting to rob him. But there was nothing beyond a few wagons and small encampments. After clearing the rise, a meadow of yellow broom opened before him, along with a view of the castle his father was still building. The years had added to its height, but there were still some timbers framed along the walls along with ropes and winches for hauling stones to the higher towers. It seemed a small village had been built up around the base of the keep, with two dozen or so wattle-and-daub houses made of timber and mud. Living in the shadow of a castle provided protection, but these seemed to be skilled workers, not farmers. A few pens with sheep and goats could be seen, and the road was riddled with ruts and puddles.


  No one took notice of Ransom as he approached, his horse’s hooves thudding in the dirt. He saw workers on the walls, many laboring vigorously despite the lateness of the day. Carts with cut stones and timbers were brought up the road to the main oak door of the castle. Ransom joined the flow and proceeded to the gate.


  When he got there, a sentry halted him. “What’s your business, lad? You here looking for work with Lord Barton? We got enough guards. Too many if you ask me, and you’re too young.”


  Ransom stared at the man, not recognizing him or anyone else.


  “I’m Lord Barton’s son,” he said, his voice suddenly squeaking. He cleared his throat.


  The sentry looked at him incredulously. “You’re not his . . .” Then his voice trailed off, and his eyes widened with surprise.


  “I’m Marshall, the second eldest,” Ransom said.


  The sentry’s eyes bugged out. He grabbed the other sentry and shoved him. “On your way, man! Marshall’s home!”


  * * *


  Night had settled over the keep, and a crackling fire lit the hearth. Ransom sat on a bench, his stomach full of venison and carrots and bread aplenty. His younger sister, Maeg, stared at him as if he were a particularly interesting stranger. She was probably seven or eight and shared his coloring, but it was clear she didn’t remember him well. She stared at Ransom the way he used to stare at Claire—interested but bashful—at the beginning of his stay in Kingfountain. Thinking about her brought back the awful reality that he might never see her again.


  His mother, Lady Sibyl, had greeted him with relief and surprise and many tears. But his father, Lord Barton, hadn’t appeared yet, and neither had his older brother. Both, his mother had told him, were directing stone masons on repairs for a tower wall and roof.


  The food he ate was tasteless as he awaited their return. Finally, noise from the front of the castle announced their arrival. The two hunting dogs, Manx and Moor, lifted their heads and began whining. Ransom’s stomach clenched with worry as he rose from the bench to greet his father. His mother and sister also rose.


  Lord Barton was a big man and a stern one. He’d lost an eye in one of the battles of the civil war and wore a patch over the socket that had a lead ingot sewn into the leather. His hair was mostly gone, but he had a scraggly brown beard streaked with gray. He had big arms, a short temper, and a slightly menacing look.


  He paused at the threshold for a moment, looking around the room in confusion before his eyes settled on Ransom. When they’d last seen each other, Ransom had been a child. Now he was nearly the size of a man.


  “The runt sprouted,” his father said with a gruff chuckle. He strode into the hall, claiming it with his outsized presence. Behind him came a broad-shouldered young man, one who also had a wispy beard. The father and son had clearly been hammered from the same forge. Ransom’s appearance had always favored his mother, although he had his father’s bulk.


  The brother gave Ransom a wary look, a warning look.


  “Hello, Father,” Ransom said, grateful his voice hadn’t broken again.


  “‘Father’ is it?” said Lord Barton. “Now you claim me, after your true father is dead?”


  “John,” said Lady Sibyl, her voice drenched in pain, “our son was a hostage.”


  “Did you ask to come back to the Heath, lad? Or were you, as I’ve heard, happy to eat from the king’s table? What do you call yourself, lad? The name I gave you, or the name you were given there? We’ve heard all about you, Ransom.”


  The young man’s guts twisted with dread and humiliation. He didn’t know what to say, how to respond to the utter lack of love or concern coming from his father. A stifled sob made him turn his neck, and he saw tears dripping down Lady Sibyl’s cheeks. Maeg was hiding behind her mother’s skirts, looking at their father with an expression of fear.


  When Lord Barton relinquished his son to the king’s custody, he had clearly barricaded his fatherly feelings behind a wall of stone. Ransom had known enough to dread his return—his father had not been affectionate before the incident at the Heath, and he’d certainly made no overtures since then—but even so, he’d expected more. He’d expected something. Filled with shame and anger, he was tempted to dash out of the hall, fetch Gemmell, and ride hard after Sir William. But he’d parted from the knight hours ago, and he had no idea how to find him.


  Lord Barton sniffed and went to the table, searching for something to eat or drink. He turned his face to Ransom, the lead ingot flashing in the firelight. “Best to put it bluntly. I have nothing for you, lad. I’ve been loyal to Devon Argentine for years, and someday I hope he’ll make me an earl. But that title would go to Marcus, along with the Heath. All of it. I have a little dowry for Maeg too, but building this castle has cost me everything.” He grabbed a goblet and filled it, taking a long, slurping drink. “You brought a horse, I saw. A nag, by the looks of him. And that sword at your belt is cheap. Gervase didn’t reward you very much, did he? May he drown in the Deep Fathoms.” His voice throbbed with bitterness. “I’ve nothing for you, lad, and given the state of things, I may be called upon at any moment to help defend the realm again. There have been skirmishes with the Atabyrions up in the North, and Brugian ships have been marauding our southern coast since Gervase died.


  “You can stay the night. I’d grant that hospitality to any stranger, for stranger you are. In the morning, be on your way.”


  Ransom’s throat felt thick with tears, but he refused to show emotion. He nodded to his father and went by the hearth, pretending to warm his hands. The flames fed his anger. He still remembered being that little boy, brought to stand on a wooden barrel in front of the Heath. He hadn’t truly understood what was going on, although he remembered being afraid. Someone had teased him later that his father hadn’t wanted him, that he’d left him to die, and Ransom had punched the boy in the mouth. He wanted to punch the rock wall beside the hearth, but he didn’t. He stared at the sizzling flames, the red tongues lashing the logs.


  Lord Barton began to talk again, addressing his wife and then his son, giving instructions about the work that needed to be done. He slurped down some more drink and made a fuss about the poor quality of the venison the woodsman had caught in the nearby forest. After he was done eating, he left, saying not another word to Ransom before going.


  The sound of steps came, and Marcus joined him near the hearth. “You can sleep in my room if you want,” he said in a low voice.


  Ransom turned and saw the look on his brother’s face. Was it guilt? Ransom didn’t trust his tongue, so he simply nodded. Marcus left the hall, and his mother and sister quietly did the same. A few servants came to start cleaning up the mess of the meal. Some bread and gravy were tossed to the hounds, and Ransom squatted down and rubbed both of them while they noisily ate.


  The great hall was so tiny in comparison to Kingfountain. Everything felt small and tight, like a stone dungeon. His seething emotions calmed, but the resentment he felt cut deep. He couldn’t wait for morning. He’d leave first thing and try to find Sir William. He’d learned some Occitanian at the king’s court and thought there might be ways he could be of service.


  He sat down and leaned against the wall near the hearth. The stone was warm against his back. One of the dogs, an older one he’d known as a child, came up and curled up next to him, the wolfhound laying his muzzle against Ransom’s leg. He smiled at the dog and scratched his ears.


  After a while, once the castle had quieted down, Ransom heard footsteps on the floor rushes. His mother entered, looking around for him for a moment before noticing him on the floor.


  “Marshall,” she said, gesturing for him.


  He rose and approached her.


  She had a paper with a waxed seal in her hand. Her eyes were red from crying, but her mouth was firm and determined. She handed the missive to him, then showed him the name written in ink on it, ink which had soaked into the paper. Sir Bryon Kinghorn—Castle Averanche.


  “What is this?” he asked his mother.


  “Sir Bryon is my cousin,” she said in a low, emphatic voice. She hooked her hand around his neck and pulled him closer. “Averanche is part of King Devon’s lands. It’s a castle near the sea. You must go there, Marshall. I’ve asked Sir Bryon to take you into his service. This letter will be your introduction. If you start training now, you could be a knight in five years. Since my husband won’t train you, my kinsmen shall.” He took the letter in his trembling hands, and she held his face and kissed him twice. “You’re a Barton, but you are also a Chaworth.” She kissed him once more. “And you are my son. Be as loyal to Sir Bryon as you were to the old king, and you will go far. Loyalty, my son. That is the true coin of the realm. Will you do as I ask?”


  


  The gratitude in his heart was overwhelming. “I will, Mother. Thank you.” And he kissed her back.


  KNIGHT'S RANSOM
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Prologue


  Abingdon-on-Thames, England, 1885


  ELSIE HADN’T MEANT to burn down the workhouse.


  She hadn’t mentioned this to the constable when he’d come around to question her and the other children. She hadn’t said anything at all.


  It wasn’t a matter of who had started the fire. Everyone knew it had been Old Wilson, whose knuckles ached when it rained and whose body trembled a little more every year. He’d dropped the lamp. Broken the glass. Spilled the kerosene. But that’s not why the rug and walls had lit up. It wasn’t why the big block of a building raged orange and yellow behind them, its smoke stinging Elsie’s eyes.


  She hadn’t known the pretty rune on the wall was a fireguard. She hadn’t known it was important. She’d pointed it out to both Betsey and James, but neither of them could see it. She’d wanted only to touch it, trace it. And when she did, it had vanished beneath her fingertips. She hadn’t told a soul. Didn’t want to get into trouble. Didn’t want the workhouse to throw her away, too.


  That had been a month ago. So when Old Wilson had dropped his lamp, there’d been no magic to stop the fire from eating up the whole place.


  Elsie hated the workhouse. She didn’t feel so terrible watching it crumble, but she did feel bad that everyone had been put out of their beds, that the constable was being so mean, and that Old Wilson would get in trouble.


  Elsie didn’t know where they would send her now. Another workhouse? With new people, or the same ones?


  One of the boys beside her started to cry. Elsie didn’t know what to say. She wanted to help, but telling the truth wouldn’t help them—it would only hurt her. She didn’t want to give them a reason not to love her.


  She stepped away. The police had told everyone to stay put, but the fire was so hot. Elsie didn’t go far, just a few steps, then a few more. Turning her face toward the tree-shadows behind her, she let it cool off in the damp air that smelled like storms.


  She was picking out shapes in the shadows when a hand touched her shoulder. She flinched, sure it was the constable. Sure Betsey or James had tattled on her, saying she had seen a rune and broken it—


  But it was a cloaked figure who stood beside her, face obscured by a cowl. “My dear,” the voice within said, “what is your name?”


  Elsie swallowed, her throat tight. She glanced back to the fire, to the shouting men trying to contain it.


  “Don’t mind them. You’re safe. What is your name?”


  Elsie peered into that cowl, but the darkness hid any discernible features. The voice was quiet and feminine. “E-Elsie. Elsie Camden.”


  “Such a pretty name. How old are you?”


  The compliment took her by surprise. “E-Eleven.”


  “Wonderful. Come with me, Elsie.”


  Her feet were slow to move. “Are you taking me to another workhouse?”


  The cowl shook from side to side, revealing a weak, fleshy chin. “Not if you do as I say. You’re very important, Elsie. I need your help to make the world a better place. I need to use that special talent of yours.”


  Elsie dug her heels into the soft earth. She knew it. She knew she was one of them. A spellbreaker, born with one kind of magic instead of taught a hundred.


  “If you register me, they’ll know I did it,” she whispered.


  The hand on her shoulder squeezed. “Yes, they will. And you’ll get into a lot of trouble. Noose around your neck, no doubt. But I would never ask you to do such a thing. You’ll help me, and I’ll help you. We’ll keep you safe, and you’ll never be the government’s pet. We’ve a lot of good work ahead of us, sweet Elsie. Helping those who need it, not those in power. Come on, then. I know a good place to hide, and we’ll get you a bite to eat. How does that sound?”


  The heat of the fire prickled Elsie’s scalp.


  She was wanted? She was important? Her spirit felt too big for her body, blooming like a wild rose. Elsie smiled, and the cloaked woman led her away.


  She never did see her face.


  


Chapter 1


  London, England, 1895


  ELSIE COULD JUST barely hear the toll of Big Ben in the distance. Four o’clock. A decent enough time for breaking the law.


  But when the law wasn’t fit, was it really a bad thing to break it?


  Slipping around a corner, Elsie pulled the letter from her pocket. Although London was only an hour’s ride by omnibus or carriage from her home in Brookley, she was not familiar with this particular neighborhood. She usually burned the letters right away, but she’d feared she might get lost if she didn’t bring this one along.


  The note had found its way to her despite the fact that it hadn’t been delivered by post. As always, the sender had not signed it, although the small seal of a bird foot stamped over a crescent moon was identification enough.


  The Cowls.


  That wasn’t their real name, obviously. But Elsie didn’t know what else to call them. She hadn’t seen any of them since she was eleven, ten years ago. But they kept in contact. More often than usual, lately. Either the world was getting worse, or they were on the cusp of making real change, and including her in that change.


  At first, they’d given her small tasks, local tasks. She’d dis-spelled an unbreakable wall, magically fortified centuries ago, which had sat in the middle of farmland. The local tenants had spent months writing to their lords, petitioning for the spell’s removal for the sake of planting, but she was the one who’d helped them. Some of the early tasks she’d been given didn’t even require her fledgling spellbreaking. Delivering bread baskets to an orphanage had been the first to take her away from her home, and she’d managed it, getting lost only once. As her gifts improved, so the tasks she was given became bigger, more important. Elsie became more important, and the occasional coin or candy left with her missives told her the Cowls were grateful, that she was of real value to them.


  Mind returning to the present, Elsie rechecked the address. A young woman hawked roses from a basket on one corner, and across from her was a small shop with a bright-blue sign reading Wizard of All Trades. Elsie rolled her eyes. Not at the boldness of the color, but at the idea of being a wizard-of-all-trades. Only someone needing a very small spell or someone with no comprehension of magic would visit such a place. For when a person learned magic in all four alignments, they would be very weak in each of them, no matter how much magical potential they possessed. There was a reason people specialized.


  Not that it pertained to Elsie. Specializations were only for spellmakers.


  Pulling her eyes away, she crossed at the next intersection. This neighborhood was so large and so winding . . . she was sure she’d passed her turn. But she couldn’t retrace her steps. Couldn’t do anything to draw suspicion. So she shoved the letter back into her pocket and strolled, enjoying the sunshine, trying not to think too hard on the novel reader she’d finished just before getting this latest missive. Oh, but it was hard not to think on the mystery! The baron in disguise had just confided his secret to Mademoiselle Amboise, completely unaware that she was betrothed to his enemy! There were so many ways the plot could unwind, and the author had cruelly ended the piece right there, forcing Elsie and thousands of others to wait for the continuation. Were it Elsie’s novel—that is, she was no writer, but if she were—she would have Mademoiselle Amboise get into some sort of trouble. Perhaps with a highwayman? The lady would be forced to relinquish the information before she could give it to the villainous Count Neville, only to later learn the highwayman was actually the baron’s long-lost brother and rightful heir!


  And to think she had to wait another two weeks to read what happened next.


  Oh, wait, here she was. Swallow Street. She glanced up at the rows of large houses, thinking on how many families could fit into one of the behemoths, before walking down the road. The elaborate homes on one side of the street were guarded by wrought iron fences. The houses on the other side were closed in by a high brick wall. She found Mr. Turner’s house easily enough on the brick side. It was three stories high and white with navy tiles, windowed on all sides. Black shutters, blue drapes, a large elm growing up along its east side. Bold white cornices, bay windows, everything a wealthy person could want.


  These folk didn’t want the poor traipsing around their doorstep, that was for sure.


  Elsie hid her frown as she approached the end of the street, then turned onto the next road and looped back to approach the Turner home from behind. Despite the crowded nature of the city, these estates didn’t have a second row of buildings at their backs. The wealthy demanded nice gardens to accompany their nice houses. Meanwhile, their tenants worked their land and paid their dues without so much as a cheers! sent their way.


  Which was precisely why Elsie didn’t feel bad about breaking the law.


  It would be sneakier to do it at night. Surely a burglar or the like from one of the tales in her novel reader would have acted at night. But Elsie was already a single woman venturing about on her own; she needn’t ruin herself by doing so after sundown. Times were changing, yes, but people’s minds were slow to keep up.


  A man passed by her, tipping his hat in greeting. Elsie smiled and nodded back. Once he’d left, Elsie touched the brick wall encircling the Turner home, letting its roughness pass beneath her fingertips. Searching for anything magicked.


  A few feet ahead of her, a rune shimmered once and shied away, as though embarrassed by Elsie’s scrutiny. A physical spell, if she could see it. Different spells manifested themselves to her in different ways. She could feel rational runes, hear spiritual ones, and smell the temporal. Physical spells, however, liked to be seen. They were the dandies of the magic world.


  The thing all runes had in common was their knot-like quality. At least, Elsie liked to think of them as knots. And like knots, they could fray over time. The more masterful the spellmaker’s hand, the more stubborn the knot was to untie. The ones she could see—physical spells—were made of light and glitter, bright and pretzel-like, loose if the man casting them had been lazy or simply wasn’t talented.


  Aspectors were usually men, anyway.


  There were two kinds of wizards in the world—those who cast spells, and those who broke them. The spellmakers, known as aspectors, paid a king’s ransom for the spells they took into their bodies, yet another means of benefitting the rich and rebuffing the poor. But God had a way of making things even. He’d been generous with the other side of the coin, for spellbreakers were born with the ability to dis-spell magic, and it didn’t cost them a farthing.


  Elsie couldn’t handle any of the four alignments of magic herself, but she could detect spells and unravel them like knots. This spell was decently tied, but not terribly so. An intermediate or advanced physical spell of hiding. It concealed a door, Elsie was sure of it. And it just so happened that Mr. Turner had a habit of “losing” his tenants’ rent and forcing them to pay double. The people who depended on him for their livelihoods could barely keep food on the table, while this man lounged with the peerage and had servants at his beck and call. This was the sort of injustice the Cowls often addressed—with Elsie’s help. She would disenchant this door, and the Cowls would take back the money he had stolen. Very Robin Hood of them. And Elsie was their Little John.


  Pushing her palms into the spell, she pulled on the ends of the knot. There were seven of them, and she would need to unravel them in the reverse order of their placement. Fortunately, Elsie had encountered this spell before. She’d know how to proceed, once she found the loose end.


  In a matter of heartbeats, the spell faded, and the creases and hinges of a brick-heavy door became visible to her eye.


  “Who goes there?”


  Elsie’s heart leapt into her throat. She pulled away from the wall as though it had stung her. It was not a constable, but a man in a fine waistcoat and trousers, a gold watch chain swinging from one of his pockets. Upon recognizing his face against the late-afternoon sun, however, Elsie almost wished it had been a constable.


  Squire Douglas Hughes. The squire who presided over her hometown. Brookley was close enough to London that it wasn’t particularly odd for her to see him here. But it was bad luck.


  Not because she feared he’d recognize her—despite the fact that she’d worked in his house for a year, she doubted he would—but because Squire Hughes was the epitome of everything she hated. He was rude to the common folk and a sycophant to the aristocrats. He hoarded his money and passed off his squirely duties whenever he could, and when he could not, he bore them with the utmost disdain and didn’t attempt to hide it. He held his nose when he passed farmers. And he’d once trodden upon Elsie’s foot and not even stopped to see if she was all right, let alone apologize for it.


  This was the beast the Cowls fought against, though thus far the secretive group had not deemed him important enough for action.


  How she wished they would. If the Cowls were Robin Hood, this man was Prince John.


  Forcing a relaxed demeanor, Elsie walked up to meet him instead of letting him come to her. She didn’t want him to notice the seams of the door. Mr. Turner was a wealthy man, and therefore the squire might actually care that Elsie had been snooping about his property.


  Biting the inside of her cheek, she curtsied. “I apologize if I’m disturbing anyone. I work for a stonemason; I was just admiring the brickwork.” It was only half a lie.


  The man raised a fine eyebrow. “The brickwork? Surely you jest.” He eyed her, but not with any recognition. Rather, he seemed confused by her clothing—particularly her skirts, as if it confused him that a woman could work outside of service. Elsie certainly wasn’t dressed as a maid.


  Elsie couldn’t make herself blush, but she glanced away as though embarrassed.


  Squire Hughes said, “Don’t loiter. Your employer would be angry to see you wasting time.”


  She was tempted to snap back, to insist her employer had given his blessing for her to be here, but that wouldn’t strictly be true. While Ogden was undeniably generous with her time, he hadn’t a clue what she spent it on. If she left now, she could get back to Brookley by dinner and he’d be none the wiser.


  She curtsied again. “I beg your pardon.”


  The squire didn’t so much as nod, so Elsie excused herself wordlessly, walking a little too fast to be casual. Once she turned the corner, she straightened her spine and squared her shoulders.


  No, she didn’t feel bad about breaking the law. Not one mite.


  * * *


  The sun was setting when Elsie made it back to Brookley; she’d paid a hansom cab to take her as far as Lambeth and had walked the rest of the way. She shredded the letter from the Cowls in her pocket. The oven would be hot about this time, and she could cast the bits into the coals without any trouble.


  Sometimes she wished she had a confidant, but she counted herself lucky all the same. The Cowls had rescued her from the workhouse and lifted her from a destiny of poverty. The least she could do was protect their secrecy.


  Brookley was just south and a little east of London, wedged almost equidistant between Croydon and Orpington. It was an old town well kept by those who lived there. The main road spiraled through the center like a river of cobblestone, a thoroughfare that led south to Clunwood and farmland before continuing on to Edenbridge. It was small and quaint, yet had everything a reasonable person could need—a bank, a post office, a dressmaker, a church. Granted, if one wanted a millinery, they’d have to head into either London or Kent, but seeing as Elsie was set on hatwear, that didn’t bother her particularly much.


  One of the best things about Brookley was that the stonemasonry shop sat on its northern side, down a small road curving off the main one, so it was a fairly private affair to walk to and from the direction of London.


  Elsie kicked dirt from her shoes before letting herself in through the back door of the house attached to the studio. There were a few shirts hanging on a clothing line overhead. The smell of mutton wafted through the air. In the kitchen, Emmeline, the maid, stirred a pot on the stove. Elsie had been in that position for several years after escaping the squire’s household, until Ogden had promoted her to his assistant and brought in a new employee.


  After hanging up her hat and setting her chatelaine bag on a table, Elsie waved to Emmeline before venturing down the hallway, around the corner, and into the studio, which was by far the largest room in the house. The counter by the door served as a storefront, and the rest of the space was filled with tarps, uncarved and half-carved stone, easels, canvases, blankets, and an array of shelves holding a collection of tools and utensils in every shape a person could imagine, as well as a great deal of white paint; a man who could change the color of anything with a simple touch needn’t spend money on pigments. Cuthbert Ogden hunched on a stool just shy of the center of the room, surrounded by two lamps and three candles, delicately placing snow on the tiles of a manor he’d painted on a canvas half as tall as he was. There was something comforting about seeing him working like that, something familiar, something safe. Elsie needed those kinds of somethings in her life.


  “You’ll need glasses if you keep squinting by candlelight.” She picked up a nearly extinguished candle and set it closer to his work.


  “I am young and hale yet.” His low voice seemed to creep along the floorboards.


  “Hale, yes,” Elsie said, and her employer glanced over to her, his turquoise eyes sparkling in the light. His dark brows crooked in a mock disapproving manner.


  “Fifty-four is not old,” he quipped.


  “Fifty-five is.”


  Ogden paused, nearly touching his paintbrush to his lips in thought. “I’m not fifty-five, am I?”


  “You turned fifty-five in February.”


  “I turned fifty-four.”


  Elsie sighed and tried to hide the smile on her lips. “Mr. Ogden. You were born in 1840, the same day the queen married Prince Albert. You brag about it to everyone.”


  Ogden’s lip quirked. “I’m sure they married in 1841.”


  “Now you’re just being difficult.” She stepped up behind him, avoiding a lamp, and surveyed the painting. Ogden had managed to make a gray winter sky look cheery. A heavy wreath with red ribbon on the front door denoted Christmas. Snow at the top of the house, the chimney, the bottom two corners. Ogden had a strange thing about adding details at the edges of the canvas first before moving in toward the center.


  “Does it snow often in Manchester?”


  Ogden shook his head. “No, but it was the client’s request.”


  “Christmas is seven months away yet. Seven and a half.”


  “But I will need to put this away and look at it again in a few weeks.” Ogden’s eyes stayed on the painting, squinting and scrutinizing. “And then have you take it to the framer’s. That will take up another month, and then if they request corrections . . . you know how it goes. How was your evening?”


  Elsie shrugged. “Uneventful. A long walk and some window browsing.”


  Ogden stuck his pinky finger in the white paint on the palette in his off-hand. Elsie felt the spell as it sparked out of him, and the white brightened until it nearly glowed. He was a physical aspector, but not a very strong one. Strength in aspecting varied from person to person, although it seemed to be bestowed at random, not by genetics. The spells Ogden knew were all novice level. Spells that made only slight changes to the physical world around him—like changing the color of paint. Ogden didn’t seem to mind, though. Enough for an artist to get by. He’d told her that himself on more than one occasion.


  Elsie watched him dip his brush and touch its fine tip to the eaves of the manor and the leaves of a tree on the grounds. It looked like real snow. With artistic talent such as his, Ogden didn’t need powerful magic.


  He worked for a few more minutes before putting the brush down. “Would you help me clean up?”


  Elsie picked up one of the candles, shielding its flame with her cupped hand.


  “I’m expecting Nash,” he added.


  “Is he staying for dinner?” Elsie asked.


  Ogden shook his head. “Have Emmeline set a plate aside for me, would you?”


  Nodding, Elsie carried the candle to a nearby table, then gathered the lamps and stuck them on the counter. She blew out the remaining candles—no point in wasting them. Ogden rinsed his brush and carefully carried the easel holding his latest work to the corner; Elsie rolled up the stained tarp underfoot. Even as she did so, she knew it was pointless. First thing tomorrow Ogden would be in the same spot, doing the same work, but she strived to make herself useful. Had strived for it these last nine years, ever since she’d advanced from being a scullery maid for a pompous jackanapes.


  Elsie brushed off her hands and took the still-lit candle down the hall with her. Movement on the stairs made her gasp and set her heart racing.


  “Emmeline!” Her whisper was nearly a hiss. “Why are you skulking about in the shadows?”


  The maid, four years younger than Elsie at seventeen, darted her dark eyes over the railing. “Is he here yet?”


  “Who?”


  She licked her lips. “Nash.”


  The name was barely audible.


  Elsie rolled her eyes. “Not yet, and don’t worry, he’s not staying for dinner. Ogden said to leave his plate for him.”


  Emmeline nodded, but fear tightened her face. She was always uneasy around Ogden’s messenger boy. Why, Elsie didn’t know. He was a tall man, yes, but so slight a strong wind might snap his torso like a twig. That, and he was an abundantly pleasant fellow; he always had a grin on his face and a bounce to his step. He wasn’t crude or cruel—indeed, although he rarely spoke to Elsie and Emmeline, he was unfailingly kind when he did so.


  Emmeline shifted, and the stair creaked underfoot. “Would you set the table with me?”


  Elsie let out a long breath through her nose. “Really, Emmeline.”


  “Why does he always come at night?” she asked, defensive.


  “Because he has other clients? Because that’s when Ogden is ready for him? And he doesn’t always.”


  “Often,” the maid countered. “Often at night. There’s a look to him, Els. I don’t like it.”


  Oh, Elsie knew it well. Emmeline had always been wary of Abel Nash, from her first day in Ogden’s household. It was an odd reaction to a man who was reasonably attractive and had a rather cheery disposition.


  Elsie had teased her about it, once, asking if the true reason for her interest in the blond errand boy was a hidden affection, but Emmeline had responded so coldly that Elsie dared not mention it again. Ogden was more likely to court the man than Emmeline was.


  Elsie’s shoulders drooped. “Yes, I’ll help you.”


  Emmeline looked so relieved she might have fainted. “Thank you. I’ll serve you breakfast first tomorrow.”


  Elsie snorted. “We’ll see how Ogden likes that.” Climbing a few steps, she took the girl’s arm in hers and walked her to the kitchen, noting how Emmeline gave the hall to the studio a nervous glance. The action made her feel like something of an older sister. The thought niggled something painful in her gut, however, and she pushed the notion away.


  The two set the table and ate together. Emmeline listened intently as Elsie regurgitated the story of the baron from her novel reader, and together they speculated what his fate might be. Ogden still hadn’t come in for his plate when they finished, but that wasn’t unlike him. Like most artists, he could be a little absent at times.


  Grabbing a candleholder, Elsie ventured toward the stairs, but voices in the studio caught her attention. Nash was quiet even in motion—she’d never heard the front door open.


  She peeked in. Nash looked fragile next to Ogden, who had the broad, stout, muscular build of a stonemason—work he still did on occasion, when commissions from his paintings and sculptures grew sparse. Nash was taller, his hair dandelion yellow, his face young and narrow. He was in his midtwenties, dressed simply. Pale. Completely unthreatening.


  Elsie couldn’t overhear their discussion, not that it mattered. Nothing interesting ever passed her employer’s lips, and she’d spied on them enough to know they were strictly business partners and nothing else. No, Elsie had to depend on Emmeline and the local merchants for good gossip. Not that she ever spread it herself. But the vicar didn’t preach against listening to gossip.


  And yet, as Elsie turned away to venture to bed, Abel Nash looked over Ogden’s shoulder, his light eyes finding her for only a moment before refocusing on the man before him. In that brief moment, Elsie felt a chill course down her spine.


  


Chapter 2

 


  AFTER THREE WEEKS aboard a merchant ship, Bacchus’s head ached for land almost as much as his legs did. He swore he could feel his sanity slipping. He’d made the trip more times than he could count in his twenty-seven years, and yet he never had accustomed himself to it. The Atlantic always felt so much broader than he remembered it. On a voyage that long, he craved solid ground. And oranges. These merchant ships abounded in good food, but all of it was for profit, not for crewmen or passengers.


  As Bacchus looked up at accumulating rain clouds and listened to the English lilt of the sailors hurrying to dock, his home in Barbados felt very far away. He’d spent just as many years in England with his father as he had on the island, but he’d never truly felt he belonged anywhere but the Caribbean. He’d visited his mother’s homeland, the Algarve, only twice. His poor grasp of Portuguese had always made him feel like he stood on the outside looking in. He had no desire to return.


  He nodded to John and Rainer, servants from his household, who scrambled to collect his suitcases. He’d tried to pack light, but he didn’t know how long his stay would be. He could be in England for a mere week, or he could be here for months. It all depended on how accommodating the Physical Atheneum would be.


  He had a feeling accommodation wasn’t the atheneum’s strong suit.


  Grabbing a bag himself and urging strength into his limbs, Bacchus marched for the gangplank leading to the dock. A few of the sailors stepped aside to let him pass. He was not yet a titled man, certainly not here in England, but he was a well-dressed landowner and an aspector ready to test for master status, which in this uptight society would shove him somewhere above a clergyman and below a baron. Unfortunately, the test was not the only hurdle he faced in English society. As soon as he stepped ashore, he felt eyes on his face, his hair, his hands. Even the finest clothes couldn’t hide his foreign heritage. Despite having an English father, he didn’t look English, and his skin was all the darker from a lifetime in the sun.


  But Bacchus was accustomed to stares.


  Fortunately, as a breeze reeking of fish blew through his thick hair, bound at the nape of his neck, he saw a familiar face among the onlookers, standing on the edge of the road across from low-lodging houses. It was a face as pale as the whites of Bacchus’s eyes, framed by hair even lighter. A hooked nose, a regal bearing despite his years. A waistcoat embroidered with gold thread.


  Isaiah Scott, Duke of Kent.


  Bacchus grinned and charged forward. This time, when the Englishmen scattered from his path, it was because his stride demanded it, as did his height and breadth. He may have been a copper coin against a sea of silver, but he was a large coin—a fact he often used to his advantage. He clasped hands with the duke. Bacchus’s father had become close with the family after attending university with the duke’s youngest brother, Matthew. He’d maintained the connection from afar after moving to Barbados to claim his inheritance. The first time Bacchus’s father had brought him to England, or at least the first time Bacchus remembered, had been to pay his respects to the Scotts after Matthew passed away in a hunting incident. Although Bacchus’s father had since passed on, Bacchus had stayed close with them. They felt like family.


  “I didn’t think it possible, but you’ve grown.” The Duke of Kent had a glint in his eye.


  Although the man had turned seventy last month, his grip was strong as ever.


  “Only because we’re at sea level.” Bacchus’s tongue easily slipped into a British accent. “Once we ride up those green hills by your estate, we’ll see eye to eye.”


  The duke chuckled. “You need a lesson in physics. Are you sure you picked the right alignment?”


  Bacchus had studied physical aspecting—magic that affected the physical world—since he was an adolescent. His father, being a landowner on a prosperous sugarcane plantation, had been able to fund his studies. It hadn’t been hard for him to choose a specialization. The last thing he wanted was to give the English another reason to distrust him, so the rational arts were out. He didn’t need anyone suspecting he’d bewitched their thoughts. Spiritual magic dealt fundamentally with blessings and curses, which seemed a poor investment for day-to-day life. And temporal magic had always come off as vain to him. A temporal aspector couldn’t change time, only time’s effects. And while aging plant sprouts and turning back the clock for livestock could prove beneficial back home, Bacchus knew he’d more often be hired to lighten wrinkles and strip the rust from antiques. He used to think poorly of those who spent their life’s savings on temporal spells, assuming they were driven by vanity.


  Until the day he’d needed one for himself.


  His men, John and Rainer, stepped up beside him, bug-eyed as they looked around. John, the older of the two, had been to Europe once before, on Bacchus’s last trip three years ago. Rainer was new and absorbed everything as though the cobbles and clouds were nails pounded into his bones.


  He wouldn’t like it here.


  “Come.” The duke placed a hand on Bacchus’s shoulder and led him down the narrow road to a carriage awaiting them. “You must be tired from such a long journey. Your room is ready, and I brought a cushion in case you can’t wait the hour it will take to arrive there.”


  “Truly, I’d like nothing more than to run until my legs give out.” Which took less time than it once had. Hiding a grimace, Bacchus glanced down at his legs, then rubbed a spot on his chest. “That ship is a cage, and the ocean its bars.”


  “So poetic,” the duke said. One of his servants opened the carriage door, and Bacchus stepped back to allow his friend—though he’d always been more of an uncle—to enter first. Bacchus followed after, feeling the carriage shift as he sat down.


  “If it isn’t much trouble,” Bacchus said after the carriage door shut and his bags were loaded onto the back, “I’d like to contact the Physical Atheneum as soon as possible.”


  The duke clasped his hands over his knees. “Is there a reason for the rush?”


  “Not a rush, merely a desire to utilize the time given me. I’d rather not waste it.”


  “Ah, so time with me is wasted?” The duke quirked his brow.


  Bacchus chuckled. “I suppose that depends on what leisure you have planned for us. I did receive your letter about the estate; I’d be obliged to help you where I can.”


  The duke nodded. “I greatly appreciate it. As for the atheneum, I’ve been trying to throw my weight to get you an earlier meeting. I think it’s working. With luck, I’ll hear back in the morning.”


  Not wanting to seem ungrateful, Bacchus nodded his thanks before looking out the window as the carriage jerked forward. As an aspector registered with the London Physical Atheneum, he was entitled to a meeting. But as with everything, there were politics involved, and his appointment had been set for the end of summer. The four-month wait was preposterous, especially given that he’d petitioned for the meeting in February. While the duke was not a spellmaker of any sort, he was an influential aristocrat with money to his name, and thus could hopefully bend the politics in Bacchus’s favor. Either way, he feared his meeting would not go smoothly.


  He watched the docks pass by, rubbing the light beard encircling his mouth. While such a thing was fashionable here, his long hair certainly wasn’t. But long hair ultimately required less upkeep than short. He supposed he’d consider cutting it if it would make a better impression on the Assembly of the London Physical Atheneum.


  He knew the spell he wanted. He’d known it for years now, and aspired to claim it far more vigorously than he did any title. The ambulation spell would allow him to move an object—any object—without touching it. The trick was convincing the self-righteous hermits in the atheneum to let him have it. Although hundreds of spells existed for each alignment, the atheneums guarded the powerful ones as carefully as a miser did his money, selling them only to those deemed worthy and reliable. And even if a spell was made available to an aspector, there still remained the challenge of absorbing it—a costly procedure that did not always work.


  Bacchus rubbed his eyes. Perhaps he was more tired than he cared to admit. It would do him well to get a full night’s rest at the Duke of Kent’s estate before tackling his mission in the morning. He needed to think clearly and tread carefully if he didn’t want to mix himself up in these aspectors’ games.


  SPELLBREAKER
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