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Millenia ago, magic flowed through the world like air. Godlike mages ruled, and those without power became slaves, subservient to the whims of magic-users. To right the world, an enchanted barrier was created to form Mageles, a land free of magic. Over time magic slowly returned, and now the Lord Protector wants to return Mageles to an era where magical supremacy will once again dominate.

They are five: reluctant warrior, street rat, aspiring adventurer, conflicted pacifist and pampered noblegirl. Five misfit youths who were never meant to receive the weapons of power. Only together do they stand a chance against the forces arrayed against them. Separated by a continent and pursued by magic-wielding clerics, the weaponbearers must find each other—but first they must find themselves.

An epic coming of age fantasy bursting with magic and adventure, The Silver Portal is the first book in the Weapons of Power trilogy. Set in a richly drawn world with an intricate magic system, The Silver Portal will delight lovers of page-turning sword and sorcery fiction.
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Chapter 1
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If I didn’t have to eat, I’d find somewhere to hide and never leave, Twig thought. A hole somewhere warm and dry. Getting fed used to be her only worry. That was true until Krawl came along. With him to worry about, she had to be even more cautious, and she was hungry even more often.

Twig was on the bottom of the food chain, a mouse who hid, watched, and waited for opportunity.

Even when clouds blocked the moon and stars, nights were never truly dark in Blackstone. A distant window or lantern always created some light—enough for a nocturnal creature like Twig to get by on, at least.

She pulled her tattered clothes tighter around her. They were drenched through and did nothing to keep her dry. Her occasional shivers kept the cold from seeping into her bones, but it was nothing she wasn’t used to. The cold and the wet were easy to deal with compared to the gnawing in her stomach.

She was perched on a wall, two paces off the ground. Several bricks were missing, one of which she’d removed herself, and she’d crammed herself into the small space. She hid where others could not. No one would see her even if they thought to look. Across the way and farther down the alleyway was her target, the back of a restaurant.

The rain people, they were called, those who lived on the streets of Blackstone. They were called many other names too, some of which doubled as curse words. But Twig liked the name rain people best because nobody knew the rain better than those who had no homes. And rain was the one thing that Blackstone had more than anything else.

At that exact moment, rain wasn’t falling, but it had earlier, a late-spring drizzle consisting of fast and light drops, colder than normal for the time of year, coming in from the southern seas. She knew the rain of Blackstone as she knew the beating of her own heart. The city had more types of rain than it did homeless people, but each season had a signature rain.

In the spring, it could float in from the sea like a falling mist. Twig would stick out her tongue and taste the coolness of it. And that wasn’t even her favorite type of rain. In late summer, after a dry spell, the rain fell straight down in large drops, sucking the humidity from the air and washing the city clean. Afterward, she could imagine the world made anew, a lovely and more sparkling version of itself. Of course, the nice emotions those thoughts generated didn’t last. Good feelings never did.

The autumn storms were the worst. They came with Twig still unaccustomed to the cold, and the howling winds hurled ashore raindrops mixed with ice pellets. Life and hardship were one and the same, but only during the first of the hard autumn rains did she truly feel sorry for herself. In the winter, the rain was cold and constant, bearable as long as the wind wasn’t biting too hard.

Twig scanned the alleyway again. For the rain people, a restaurant’s garbage was a prize. The light was still on inside, and nothing had been thrown out yet. Someone else could have the same idea as Twig, but so far she had seen no sign of life in the alleyway other than the rats.

She was most likely to run into Derm. He was a tall man with a scarred stump at the end of his left wrist, as well as loose skin around his neck, showing the weight he’d lost. The nearby alleyways were his territory, but since all the city was claimed by one rain person or another, Twig didn’t have much choice but to trespass on someone’s claims. Derm didn’t really scare her. He usually softened his blows when he would hit her. He did it more for show than for effect. Rain people defending their territory was part of her world.

Krawl, however, was new.

Twig wasn’t sure where he’d come from. Over the last several weeks, Krawl had declared himself a king in the land of the rain people. He demanded tribute and beat up anyone who had nothing of value to give. That was different from the slaps and kicks rain people would give each other, fighting over territory. Rain people had died under Krawl’s fists. Others had disappeared, and Twig didn’t know if they were alive or not. She had managed to stay out of his way so far, for she had nothing to give him, and she mightn’t be able to take his level of beating. She knew what she was and what she wasn’t—she wasn’t strong.

The door to the back of the restaurant opened, bags were thrown out, and the door slammed shut again. The smell of garbage wasn’t pleasant, yet Twig found herself salivating. She would find something to eat in there somewhere. She resisted the urge to charge out of her hiding place. She might have been hungry, but she was still a mouse. If another rain person claimed that garbage, she’d move on and go hungry another night. Only with no one bigger around could she scavenge for food. So she listened.

Blackstone was never silent even in the dead of night. If no one was making noise nearby, a myriad of distant sounds coalesced into a low hum that Twig could just make out over the beating of her own heart. She heard all that then, louder, the scurrying of rats. They converged on the bags, bolder than Twig was.

Only when convinced no one else was around did she climb out of her hiding place and cautiously approach. The restaurant window threw light against the far wall, so it was brighter than she would have liked. Several rats gnawed on the side of the bag with a few others close by. She kicked at them, and they fled, stopping just outside the range of her kick. Twig hissed at the rodents, but they didn’t budge. Although she was bigger than them, they didn’t fear her, sensing the heart of a mouse inside her.

Twig grabbed at the knot at the top of the first bag, twisting it, but the coldness had robbed her fingers of their dexterity. She always tried to keep her fingers and toes warm, for she knew their stiffness could lead to her death one day while climbing. But keeping warm when she was wet was difficult. She ignored the knot and widened the holes the rats had made. The bag was designed to resist the attacks of rats, but it was old, and she managed to release some of the garbage, letting it spill onto the stones of the street.

She scanned the alleyway again then dived on what she had freed, ahead of the rats. Her fingers found a half-eaten bone, and she growled low at one rat growing too bold. Saliva squirted from her mouth, and she leaned forward to bite it. Then she saw something, and the bone fell from her hand.

It glowed silver, and she moved to get a closer look. The rats scrabbled through the garbage behind her as she abandoned it. She blinked several times before accepting what her eyes were telling her. A beautiful sword lay on the ground before her.

She reached down to pick it up then paused, checking both ways. She had never been so close to something so wondrous before. How could it just be lying there? She reached down again and that time plucked up the courage to wrap her fingers around the hilt. The silver glow ran up her arm, then with a flash, the light disappeared.

The sword was lighter than air and seemed to draw light to it, gleaming silvery white. The hilt, only wide enough for a single hand, was protected by a crossguard, and the thin blade curved to a sharp point.

Twig took a practice swipe. The blade cut through the darkness in a blur of speed, and she almost fell over, unbalanced by her surprise at the motion. Twig had seen others sparring with swords, and she had even seen a street brawl where someone had been killed, but she had never seen a blade move like that. She had never seen anything move like that.

She tried again, and that time, it was even faster. A sense of power flowed through her. Not only the sword moved lightning fast—her whole arm did. She spun, twirling the sword over her head, then stopped, breathless and dizzy but smiling. When she held the sword, her entire body could move with incredible speed. She whirled again, swiping outward with the sword. The sword clanged against a wall, and she stopped dead. The noise echoed unnaturally up and down the alleyway.

Twig melted into the closest shadow, flattening her limbs against the wall. The dark wave of motion around the garbage halted as the rats paused then quickly resumed attacking the bags. She cursed herself for forgetting who she was. What am I doing twirling around like this with a sword? A bold mouse is a doomed mouse.

Twig took long breaths and waited. Most likely, no one had been close enough to hear anything worth investigating. The sound of metal against stone could have been just a bucket overturned by a feral dog or cat. She wanted to flee, but she still needed to chase off the rats and claim some food. A sword, even a magic one, didn’t fill her belly.

Footsteps approached. Twig sucked in a sharp breath and edged away, keeping her back pushed against the wall. If it was Derm, he would fall upon the garbage and not notice her sneaking away. A large shadow entered the alleyway, followed by its master. Twig froze in place.

The rats scattered, disappearing from view. The figure ignored the garbage, walking straight past it. Only when he stopped by the light of the restaurant window was Twig able to see who it was. As she had feared, it was Krawl.

He stood there, not looking to either side. Twig willed him to walk past without finding her. And when he took a few steps forward, Twig allowed herself to feel a morsel of hope, promising herself to never be so bold again.

He drew his sword and aimed it directly at the shadow where Twig was hiding. Cold leached from the stones and into her back.

“Krawl’s not as dumb as you think. Nor as blind, no he’s not. Come on out.” Krawl’s voice whipped through Twig like the winter wind. “Don’t make Krawl stab you. Come out to where I can see you.”

Twig stumbled out of the shadow, her legs barely able to hold her upright. Terror scavenged at her insides like a ravenous rat.

Krawl’s lips twisted. On another man, it could’ve been called a smile, but Krawl’s face held no mirth. “It’s you, the skinny girl. Krawl has seen you before, you know. Always hiding and watching. Krawl has wanted to get his hands on you. Not many young girls on the streets. None of the brothels have picked you up yet? What age are you?”

Twig had avoided getting too close to any of the whores or their pimps. They promised food and shelter, but she knew what would happen next. She would be beaten and forced to stand on a corner in bright red lipstick, wearing no pants. She’d seen it happen to others. She preferred an empty belly to dead eyes.

“Not very talkative, are you? But Krawl’s happy to find you. Almost makes it worth it to be out on a night like this. The whores don’t like Krawl. And their pimps don’t like him either. They don’t like their property bruised and broken.” Krawl leered, his open mouth showing several missing teeth.

With that look, the clawing of the rat inside her stomach became more frantic. The streets were more dangerous for girls, but having been born a girl had been one of Twig’s lesser misfortunes so far in her life. The rain people mostly didn’t notice or care, and that was fine with Twig. She was lucky enough to be thin and ugly—men didn’t notice her the way they did pretty girls. Or they hadn’t before.

“What have we here?” Krawl’s gaze traveled down Twig’s arm to the sword. “Krawl didn’t think you’d have something of value to offer me besides yourself.”

Twig had completely forgotten that she still held the sword. “It’s mine.” Her voice was the squeak of a mouse, but she had surprised herself by speaking at all. Krawl raised his sword, and she stumbled back.

“Krawl hopes you aren’t dumb enough to try and use that. Krawl prefers his girls alive, wiggling and squealing.”

Twig took another step backward, and her heel hit the wall behind her. She remembered the speed of the sword as it cut through the darkness, and she wondered how fast Krawl could move. She swallowed. That isn’t the thought of a mouse.

“It won’t do you any good, you know, skinny girl.” He advanced. “Krawl knows. Swords are only useful to the strong.”

Twig’s heart fluttered like a bird trapped in a cage.

“People think Krawl is stupid, but he’s not. Krawl understands the streets. Krawl knows that there are two types of people. There are Givers, and there are Takers.”

Twig’s shoulders touched the wet stone.

“Those of you who live on the streets like rats are not the Takers. That’s how Krawl realized he could be a king here and take all he wanted.” He tapped the side of his head. “See. Krawl’s smart. That sword’s a pretty little thing. Hand it over, and Krawl will be gentle with you.” His laugh was like the coughing of a diseased dog. “Or as gentle as he knows how.”

Twig’s sword blurred forward. Krawl looked down in shock to see the sword skewered through his chest. Twig was almost as surprised as he.

Krawl’s sword clattered to the ground. He fell to his knees and swayed, but Twig’s grip on her sword kept him from falling completely. Black blood gushed down his jerkin. The shocked look was plastered to his face. “Krawl’s not stupid, you know,” he spluttered.

They were his last words. Twig pulled the sword from his chest and plunged it back in. It went in smooth and fast.

“You’re a Taker.” Twig wiped splattered blood from her face. “Take that.”

Chapter 2
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Lukin groaned like a wounded boar. He massaged his forehead, thinking it unfair that adventurers should suffer from hangovers like everyone else. A soldier or merchant was doing something wrong when he got absolutely sloshed. For an adventurer, drinking was practically part of the job description.

He cautiously opened his eyes. The room’s shutters were closed—at least he’d thought to close them before collapsing on the bed the night before. Something queer was going on, though.

He thought back on the previous night. Lukin and his buddies had had a few calm drinks to start off with, then they went to a tavern with a two-man band. The band played well. Possibly. They had a few rowdy ones and moved on to the next tavern. There, the barmaids were pretty. Probably. Then they’d had a few for the road. Lukin couldn’t remember much else about the night.

Thus, nothing was explaining the yellow glow in the room. He rubbed his eyes then turned onto his side. Nestled in the corner of the room was a small gold ring, and the glow was coming from that. Lukin reached for it, but his fingers fell just short. He wasn’t ready to get out of bed just yet, but he had to know what was going on with the ring. He stretched his arm out farther, and his fingertips grazed past the ring. He stretched again. And fell out of the bed with a thump.

He tucked his head into his arms and groaned. That was the last thing his head needed. At least he was beside the ring. He picked it up. It was about the right size, so he popped it onto his second finger. It slid past the knuckle and fit snugly. That’s nice and all, but my hand shouldn’t start glowing, should it? Before he had a chance to worry too much about it, the glow disappeared from his hand, from the entire room, in fact.

Lukin lay his head back on the floorboards, glad to have been returned to darkness. It was too late to get back to sleep though, and Lukin was curious what the ring looked like on his hand so he could check whether it was proper apparel for an adventurer. So, grumbling to himself, he stood and opened the shutters.

Shards of sunlight spiked through his eyeballs and into his brain. He slammed the shutters closed and leaned his back against them, taking several long breaths. Once the spiking pain had disappeared, he slowly opened the shutters a crack. He frowned, confused. How is the sun so high in the sky? It couldn’t be past midday already, could it?

Midday. That thought was like another spike in his brain. The meeting. The meeting was going to start him on his journey to becoming a master thief. And if the sun wasn’t lying—it normally didn’t in Lukin’s experience—he was late.

Boiled shitcakes. He spun, bounded to the door, and flung it open. He ran out, crashing straight into someone, and they both went down in a jumble of limbs.

He flushed when he saw who it was. He had ended up on top of Macy, the prettiest barmaid in the Oakseed. “Sorry.”

“Do you plan on lying on top of me all day?”

“Course not.” He started up then paused, trying on a cheeky grin he’d been practicing. “Unless you’d like me to.”

“Get off me, you rogue.”

“Your loss.” Lukin rolled off her. As he did so, he couldn’t help but notice how nice the squishy parts of her body felt. Once on his feet, he helped Macy up.

She swished dust from her dress. “What got into you? You flew out of your room like a ferang demon escaping an ice cave.”

“I’m late.”

“Yet now, you seem to have all the time in the world.”

“What can I say? I work hard, and I play hard.” Lukin had spent time and energy trying to impress Macy, so far to no avail.

“You’re sixteen and a layabout. What do you know about working hard?”

“I told you I was twenty.”

“Good job I never believe a word you say.”

“If you want to come into my room, I’ll demonstrate that I know how to play hard.” Lukin winked. “I may only be sixteen, but I’m all man.” An adventurer knew women. That was also part of the job description—a part Lukin had so far failed to qualify for.

“What kind of thing is that to say to a lady?”

“There’s a lady around?” Lukin glanced around, a mock-confused look on his face.

“You’re incorrigible.” Macy slapped him on the shoulder. “Get out of here. I’ve work to do.” A little smile had crept onto her face. Under other circumstances, I’d drag your cute little behind into your room and give you a right seeing to.

“Under what circumstances?” Lukin asked.

“What are you talking about?”

She hadn’t actually said the last remark. Which made sense—she wouldn’t say something like that. But Lukin had heard it... or seemed to. Is it my imagination? “Nothing. It’s been a queer morning, all round.” He rubbed the side of his head. “I have no idea what the barkeep put in last night’s booze. And if you can’t trust a barkeep, well, life isn’t worth living, is it? I’d better be off. We’ll resume at a later date.”

Lukin raced along the landing to the top of the stairs, grabbed the banister, and vaulted down the first five steps then took the rest three at a time. On the main floor of the tavern, Lukin almost collided with another barmaid, dodging around her at the last moment. Without slowing, he apologized over his shoulder.

He paused outside as a thought struck him, then he stuck his head back into the tavern. No sign of Flechir. That was good, at least. The last thing he needed was the old man interfering.

Lukin slowed to a walk, not wanting to draw attention, seeing as though he was on his way to a secret meeting. So what if I’m late, anyway? Having the meeting before the afternoon had even begun hadn’t been Lukin’s idea. Everyone knew adventurers didn’t leave their beds early, and master thieves were likely the same.

The streets of Soirbuz were as crowded as always, and while Lukin didn’t deny anyone’s right to go about his or her business, he wondered whether everyone had to be so loud about it.

Luckily, he didn’t have to go far. He turned left onto Burgundy Avenue and took the first right, and the entrance of the Fox in the Henhouse was at the next corner. Inside, the place was as empty as the Oakseed, with only a single barmaid—looks-wise, not worth a second glance—lazily sweeping the floor.

Empty. Guerin must have left already. Festering dragon breath. He cursed himself as a Tockian idiot. He had pestered Sonny to set something up, and when his friend finally came through, Lukin had messed up. Perhaps he could have drunk a little less the night before. Considering the strange things that had happened since he’d woken, perhaps he should have drunk a lot less.

A shadow moved in the far corner, and Lukin explored farther into the tavern, only then seeing a black-cloaked figure sitting at the corner table.

Lukin slid into the chair opposite. “You must be Guerin.”

The man didn’t move, his hood pulled low over his face. The beer in front of him was untouched.

Lukin licked his lips. “If you are going to sit there silent and mysterious, I might as well have a drink while I’m waiting.” He reached for the beer.

Guerin’s hand snaked forward, and a knife flashed, stabbing downward. Lukin jerked his hand back, and the blade vibrated in the table. The knife would have hit his hand if he had reacted more slowly.

“That wasn’t friendly.” Lukin was glad to realize he wasn’t falling to pieces with fear. He could check “coolness in dangerous situations” as one of his adventuring qualities. He’d been in dangerous situations before, but Flechir had always been there to take care of things. For future reference, Lukin made a mental note not to interfere with the beverages of hooded strangers in case they got frisky with sharp weapons.

The beer did smell good, though. And Lukin’s head badly needed some medicine of the freshly brewed variety. He twisted around, but unfortunately, no one was serving. The man still wasn’t drinking. Does he have a second knife under that cloak?

“I’m taking a fifth off your fee for being late.” Guerin’s voice was a hissing whisper.

At least that confirmed the stranger actually was Guerin. Lukin would have been embarrassed if the man had been someone else. “First, you need to convince me. Master thieves don’t take on any old job.”

“You’ll do it.” Guerin pressed his hands against the table. “You aren’t going to tell me I’ve been waiting here for no reason, are you?”

Lukin shook his head, once again wondering if he needed to worry about a second knife.

“I need something stolen.”

“I commend you for choosing the best thief in Soirbuz.” Lukin hadn’t, as such, actually stolen anything yet. However, he was ready and willing, with an adventurer’s confidence in his own ability. And coolness in dangerous situations. Mustn’t forget that.

He does seem as dumb as promised.

“I’m not dumb,” Lukin said, automatically defending himself. Then, he realized Guerin hadn’t actually said anything, as with Macy earlier. “I said I’m not dumb because sometimes people think I am when they first meet me.” Trying to cover up the statement about being dumb, he knew he was just making it worse, but he couldn’t stop himself. “But I’m not. Dumb, I mean. Even if you might have thought I was.” Just stop talking, you idiot. Of course, he hadn’t finished digging. “Just wanted to make it clear that I’m not dumb, so you know you can trust me with, you know, this... whatever you have planned for me to do.”

I didn’t want an absolute imbecile, but he’ll have to do. Whether he succeeds or fails doesn’t matter.

Lukin kept his mouth firmly shut. He was definitely picking up Guerin’s thoughts. Am I a thought mage without realizing? What the other man had just thought was nearly weirder than Lukin being able to hear it. Not the part about Lukin being an imbecile—that part made sense—the part about Guerin not caring about the success of the theft.

“I was told you could do a job for me.” Guerin yanked his knife from the table and tapped its tip against the beer glass. The wastefully full glass with beads of condensation lovingly hugging it. “I need you to steal a goblet from Lord Jearg’s mansion.”

Lukin straightened in his chair. “Come again?” Outside the Lord Protector himself, Lord Jearg was the most powerful man in Soirbuz. His heavily guarded mansion was not a place to send an imbecile.

“It’s in a hall on the west wing, top floor. It’s made of silver with a large reddish crystal on the front of it.”

“If I succeed in breaking into Lord Jearg’s mansion, I’ll be tripping over better valuables.” A solitary silver goblet was hardly worth going to all this trouble. Unless. Guerin had mentioned the gemstone. Was that the valuable part?

“I need you to steal that and nothing else.”

“But if—”

“That and nothing else,” Guerin repeated. “You won’t receive any fee if you steal anything else. The Order were clear on that point.”

“The Order?”

Guerin shook his head. “Forget I mentioned them. It’s not important. You’ll be dealing only with me.”

He could only have meant the Armentell Order. The crystal in the goblet had to be one of the magical color-changing ones. Sonny had told Lukin that if he was ever in possession of a color-changing crystal, he should play the Order against the Protector’s clerics and thus collect a king’s ransom for it, provided neither side killed him for it first. Both sides wanted them that badly. Lukin licked his lips. “And the fee would be?” He expected it to be juicy.

“Five, no, taking into account the deduction for being late, four ruby kopecs. Still generous, I’m sure you realize, though nonnegotiable.”

Lukin sucked a sharp breath. Each ruby kopec was worth one hundred topaz kopecs. And twenty shards for each topaz kopec. That meant eight thousand shards. A standard beer in a tavern was four shards, so the one job would be worth—Lukin’s brow crinkled—two thousand beers. Or perhaps a present for every pretty barmaid in Soirbuz.

Lukin was imagining how grateful those barmaids would be when a sudden thump on the table broke him from his reverie. He looked up to find Flechir with his fist on the table, the glass overturned, and beer spilling across the table. Of course the old man has to interfere just when I’m making something of my life.

“What are you doing here?” Lukin jumped to his feet to avoid the beer spilling onto him.

Guerin stood and brandished his knife. “You should probably leave, graybeard, before someone gets hurt.”

“You are right that someone might get hurt.” Flechir shoved Lukin in the chest, sending him sprawling against a chair. Lukin tripped and fell heavily to the ground.

“Who are you, old man, and what does any of this have to do with you?” Guerin’s words no longer had a sinister hiss at the end.

Flechir was old the way an oak was old, a tree that had stood through a hundred storms and would stand through a hundred more. “Those old enough to have gray in their hair and beards are survivors,” he said. “Some have survived by running away”—Flechir didn’t move his hand toward the sword hilt at his belt, but the way he was standing make the sword dangle prominently—“others by not running.”

“I don’t want no trouble.” Guerin’s voice had a squeaking quality. He made to move past Flechir.

The old man raised a finger. “Leave the knife.”

“If you think I’m going—”

“You can leave this tavern with the knife in the table or inserted into your person. Your choice.”

Guerin stabbed the knife back into the table. Flechir quickly trapped Guerin’s wrist with one hand and pulled off the hood with the other. Guerin’s eyes were close together, and he had a small pointed nose. His black hair was slicked back.

“Now, I know what you look like. Don’t let me find you talking to Lukin again.” Flechir pulled down on the neck of the cloak, showing the ruffled collar of the tunic below.

Under the cloak, Guerin was dressed like a rich merchant. Guerin’s performance as a hard-bitten criminal had been a sham.

Guerin jerked backward, freeing himself from Flechir’s grasp. Pormustin’s not paying me enough to risk getting killed. I’ll find some other patsy. He tramped out.

Lukin righted the chair he’d fallen over. The barmaid had stopped sweeping the floor to watch, and Lukin raised a hand in her direction. “Sorry about that.”

He took a seat as Flechir sat opposite him. “You agreed not to interfere in my life,” Lukin told him.

“No I didn’t. I agreed to stop traveling and let you live in one place for a while.”

“So I could make my own life.”

Since Lukin had been very young, Flechir and he had traveled the length and breadth of Mageles. A year before, Lukin had finally grown old enough to insist that they put down roots.

“Making your own life? Is that what you call sleeping all day and drinking all night? On my topaz.”

“I’m an adventurer.”

“That’s not a thing.”

“I’ll soon have my own topaz.” Before he’d left, Guerin, or whatever his name really was, had thought about his employer. Pormustin. Lukin could cut out the middleman.

“What’s that?” Flechir grabbed Lukin’s wrist and twisted it so he could see the ring. “No markings, but it looks solid gold. Who did you rob it from? You know you’ll lose your hand if you get caught stealing.”

Lukin snatched his wrist away. “It’s mine. I didn’t steal it.” The revelation that exploded inside Lukin’s mind was so obvious that he wanted to slap himself over the head for not realizing earlier. He refrained from hitting himself, though, since he’d already looked like an imbecile enough times for one day.

Of course the ring was allowing him to hear thoughts. He’d never heard of a magic object giving someone thought-mage powers, but that had to be what was happening.

“There’s no way you had enough topaz to buy that. And even if you had, why would you buy a ring? Don’t lie to me.”

Lukin stood. “It’s mine, and I’m not going to sit here and listen to you call me a liar. I don’t need you any more. I can take care of myself.”

“Like you were doing now? You were lapping up what that charlatan was telling you when I entered.” Still a dumbass kid.

“How did you know to find me here?” Lukin knew Flechir would treat him like a seven-year-old forever if Lukin let him.

“A guess.” Overlapping the word came a thought: Sonny.

Lukin had two beefs with his friend, or perhaps ex-friend. Sonny had set Lukin up with Guerin, who only wanted a patsy, and, worse, told Flechir about it.

“Well stop guessing about what I’m doing.” With that, Lukin stamped out of the tavern. He knew the old man was watching, and he went for an I-am-my-own-man walk. However, he feared he didn’t get it quite right and might have done a toddler-temper-tantrum stamp instead—in Flechir’s eyes at least.

Outside, he sniffed the air. Something was wrong. He took a moment to realize what it was. A lack of beer smell. He still hadn’t recovered from not getting even a sip of Guerin’s beer before it had spilled. He couldn’t go back inside the Fox, but the next nearest tavern wasn’t far away. In Soirbuz, it never was.

Lukin glanced down at the gold ring. He still had no idea how it had gotten into his room, but it seemed the kind of thing that would happen to a true adventurer. The ring had arrived for him just in time to prevent the old man from ruining the opportunity he’d won for himself. Guerin might try to hire a different patsy for the job, but Lukin had the jump on whoever that might be.

All he had to do was be the master thief he’d pretended to be and burgle the most heavily guarded mansion in Soirbuz.

Chapter 3
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The cold only pained Mortlebee because his heart was impure. That and because I’m naked on the side of a mountain in the middle of the bloody night, a little voice said. He mentally hushed the voice, for it had gotten him into trouble in the first place.

Curing an impure heart didn’t happen in one night, so for the moment, Mortlebee was stuck with more physical methods of keeping warm. On top of a platform of fern leaves, which he had created to form a thin barrier between his skin and the freezing ground, he hopped from foot to foot. He had been doing that a while and was beginning to tire.

He hadn’t realized that cold could cause a bright physical pain, a burning sensation with searing cold instead of heat. He hadn’t known his teeth could chatter hard enough to give himself a sore jaw. Those things weren’t what Father had sent him outside to learn, but he found it hard to concentrate on what he was supposed to be thinking about.

When he’d first been sent out, he’d worried about his nakedness more than the cold, concerned about Dell’s sisters looking outside and seeing him. They wouldn’t have seen anything but shadows, of course, unless they had looked out at the exact moment he lit up like a firefly—a giant naked firefly. Magic is violence of the spirit, Mortlebee remembered.

He wasn’t ready to even think about what he had found and swiftly hidden under the heather bushes on the far side of the Eagleview trail.

Too tired to keep hopping, he allowed himself to fall onto his backside. He hugged his knees and rocked back and forth, not letting any part of his body touch the ground for long. Racking shivers ran through his body.

The inky blackness of the mountains cut a jagged pattern out of the starlit sky. A distant wind whistled, and closer, the village stream churned against the rocky riverbed. Orange firelight crept out between the shuttered windows of the houses of the village. The families in Bluegrass would be sitting around fires, cooking their evening meal, small as that might be. Mortlebee’s thoughts weren’t on the food but on the crispy heat of the fire. He’d give everything he had for a moment beside even a small blaze, not that he had much to give—at that moment, not even the clothes on his back.

How long until Father decides I have learned my lesson? “One who is always learning never makes the same mistakes,” the scrolls of Kale taught. Mortlebee rubbed the blocks of ice at the ends of his ankles. His fingers still had some feeling in them since he was using them constantly to warm the other parts of himself—impossible as that task was.

Let’s review how I arrived here, Mortlebee decided. The setting is a pleasant one: a little creek burbles past two young friends chatting. Mortlebee snapped two small leaves off one of the ferns and bent both in half so they stood by themselves. He placed them before himself so the two leaves faced each other. Their conversation is not pleasant.

He nudged the leaf on the right. “Something must be done, Dell,” leaf-Mortlebee said. “Everyone in the village is starving. It can’t go on like this.”

Then he poked the leaf on the left and continued in an even squeakier voice. “We are doing everything we can,” leaf-Dell said. “Our family prays each evening.”

“We must do more. It’s not Kale’s fault we have no food. It’s those blasted clerics. Lackma knows we can’t give him all he asks. Yet he demands more each time.”

“We can’t do anything about him, Mortlebee,” leaf-Dell squeaked.

“We must stand up to him.”

“Bend like the willow tree until the storm abates.” Leaf-Dell quoted the scrolls like the good leaf he was.

“Kale can’t know what’s happening to us. We have to make our own decisions,” leaf-Mortlebee said like the blaspheming leaf he was. Then the idiot leaf went and made it worse. “We should show him that we won’t be pushed around. If we fight back, then they’ll leave us alone.”

Mortlebee sprang to his feet, scanning the darkness, looking for anyone watching and listening. He’d said the last part louder than he’d intended. Idiot. He’d just repeated what had gotten him in trouble the last time. One of the elders had been passing by on the Eagleview trail, had overheard the conversation, and had told Elder Daimell, otherwise known as Father.

Mortlebee flicked both of the fern leaves away and resumed rubbing the coldest parts of his body. He glanced at the silhouette of his house. Father would expect Mortlebee to be contrite when he returned from the cold, to have understood what he had done wrong and to promise never to speak so again.

What if I can never do that? He could lie, of course, but that would only make things worse. The problem was his impure heart, after all. Unless the real problem is actually that my family and the rest of the village is slowly starving to death. There it went again, that little voice, determined to get him into trouble.

Mortlebee’s gaze flicked in the direction of the heather trees. Some of Zubrios’s clerics were said to be able to do magic, but no one had seen evidence of that from Lackma. What if Lackma knew that the Tockians had magic? He mightn’t see them as such an easy mark then. Mortlebee didn’t think violence was necessary. He had been exaggerating when he’d told Dell they should fight back. He had wanted to put forward an extreme position so the other boy could talk him down to a middle ground. Of course, the elder had dragged both boys away from the creek by their ears before Mortlebee figured out what that middle ground was.

“Fighting back only leads to escalation,” the scrolls of Kale said. On that, they were very clear. Possibly, that was the central point of all the scrolls. Mortlebee remembered the magic bow he’d found and imagined confronting Lackma with it. How much would I be sinning? Mortlebee wouldn’t have to use it. He just had to scare the cleric. “The threat of violence and violence itself are two branches of the same tree.” The scrolls of Kale didn’t provide much flexibility to his followers.

Mortlebee’s backside was beginning to freeze, so he sprang back up and resumed his hopping. His heart was impure, and the cold night air wasn’t helping. Mortlebee wondered if he could remain false to the principles of Kale for a few more days until after Lackma left them alone for good. Then he could return to the fold and beg forgiveness. Afterward, he could spend as many nights out in the cold as was needed to cure his heart.

Mortlebee had found it easier to accept the principles when his family had more to eat in the evenings. Elder Daimell explained the senselessness of war and how peaceful capitulation was the only way to avoid the cycle of slaughter that plagued mankind down through the ages. No one ever truly won a war—the destruction always left both sides worse off. And so it was with all violence between men. The teachings had made sense in the classroom.

A horse neighed, and Mortlebee squinted down the trail. He saw nothing, but he heard the distinctive clip-clop of an approaching horse, and that was enough to tell him who was coming. Only one person rode a horse between the villages.

He ran to his house, threw open the door, and stepped inside. “The priest is coming.”

His two sisters giggled. Mortlebee’s hands dived down to cover his crotch, and he twisted sideways.

Father picked a blanket from a chair and threw it across the room. “Cover yourself.” He walked past Mortlebee and waited for Mortlebee to join him outside.

Mortlebee, red faced, wrapped the blanket around his waist. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”

“Your punishment does not give you the right to parade your nakedness in front of others.”

“No, Father.”

“You were glad of the interruption, I’m sure.”

“No, Father. I mean, yes, Father.” Mortlebee blinked several times. He wasn’t sure if he was allowed to be glad that the cleric’s arrival had cut short the punishment.

“Did you think on what you said?”

“Yes, Father.”

“And?”

Mortlebee didn’t know what to say. He had never lied to his father before. “The cold served to focus my mind.”

“You need more time?”

“No!” Mortlebee searched his mind frantically for a way to avoid having to spend another night in the cold without lying to his father. “I need to reflect further on what I did. Over a longer period of time. During the daylight. While clothed.”

“That’s disappointing.”

“It is? Reflecting is good, right? You told us that.”

“Of course. One should be always reflecting. But in this instance, it shouldn’t take so long to see clearly.”

Lackma and his horse became visible. The horse’s flank was tinged with an orange glow as it reflected the firelight from inside the house.

“Think long and hard tonight and tomorrow, and we’ll discuss it again tomorrow evening.” Father turned and bowed his head toward the rider. “Cleric Lackma, you honor us with your visit.”

You’d honor us more if you showed us your backside and disappeared from our lives, the little voice inside Mortlebee said.

“Ull Lackma, now. I’ve been awarded the eagle crest for my good work in Tockery.” Lackma showed them the gold emblem pinned to his chest, displaying the profile of an eagle’s head.

“What promotion will you get when we have all starved to death?” Mortlebee blurted out.

Father shook his head sadly. “Go inside and get dressed, son.” The disappointed look was worse than any shout.

Mortlebee lowered his head and returned inside their single-room house. He heard Father apologizing to Lackma.

“It’s fine,” Lackma said. “A bit of forthright discussion is at times required.”

Mortlebee scampered inside and darted to the fire. He crouched before it, allowing its glorious heat to wash over him. Mother brought him clothes, and he put them on under the blanket. His sisters whispered to each other and giggled. Mortlebee glared at them, but that just made them giggle even more. From outside came the modulating hum of voices as Father talked with Lackma.

The warmth cause spikes of pain as parts of his body thawed out and blood began to flow again. Mortlebee moved away from the fire and rubbed his toes and the bottoms of his feet, where the pain was worst. Mother crouched down close to him and put some bread and cheese in his hand. “Don’t let Father see you eat that,” she whispered.

Mortlebee stuffed the food into a pocket just as Father entered with Lackma behind him. Mortlebee wiped the breadcrumbs off his hand on his pants leg.

Father addressed Mother. “Lackma mistimed his journey back to Leeside, so he will be staying with us tonight.”

Mother gave him a pained look then smoothed out her features and addressed Lackma. “Welcome to our home. We haven’t much, but what we do have, we will of course share.” She moved to the corner where she kept kitchen supplies.

“We only have one room, but we’ll set aside a place for you beside the fire,” Father told him. He shooed Mortlebee and the two girls into the far corner.

There, the three of them mock-fought over blankets before finding comfortable places to settle down for sleep. Because they were farther away from the fire than usual, they made sure to stay close to each other.

Although they added layers rather than shedding them, during the process, Mortlebee caught a glimpse of Kataya’s bare midriff. Ribs shouldn’t stand out that starkly on anyone, and certainly not on an eight-year-old girl.

In contrast, Lackma’s round, pudgy face was bowed over a plate of bread and cheese, chewing noisily. He was a short man with black wispy hair and ate with his mouth open. Mortlebee forced back the anger that flared up and instead reached into his pocket and took out the crust of bread and chunk of cheese Mother had given him. He showed it to Kataya and Hessina, touched his finger to his lips, and divided it in three.

The mouthful did nothing to ease Mortlebee’s hunger, but the happiness at sharing with his sisters more than made up for that.

“Good bread,” Lackma said, his mouth still full of food. “You don’t have a morsel of meat to go with it? Or some mead to wash it down?”

Mortlebee’s happy feeling deflated in an instant. Is having a pure heart possible with the likes of him around?

Mother handed him a mug. “Only water, I’m afraid. And we’ve no meat to share. I’m sorry.”

Lackma grinned. “You keep the good stuff for yourselves. That’s fine—I understand.”

“We do not,” Mortlebee shouted, unable to stop himself.

“Mortlebee, that’s enough,” Father said.

“A bit of spirit in the young is no harm,” Lackma said. With a piece of bread, he gestured at Father, who was sitting at the other end of the fire. “It’s a bad state of affairs when the village elder has no meat at his table.”

“We’ve had a hard winter,” Father said, wrapping a blanket around his shoulders.

Tell him we can’t afford to pay his ridiculous tributes, Mortlebee ordered mentally.

“You know it doesn’t need to be so hard for you,” Lackma said. “Just agree to let us set up our temples in your villages. We’ll reduce your burden.” He looked over his shoulder. “What does your opinionated son say?”

“He’s said enough,” Father said before Mortlebee could answer.

“Let him speak. Words never hurt anyone.”

“Respectfully, I disagree,” Father said. “Words have caused more harm in the world than all the swords put together.”

“Come now,” Lackma said. “That’s not possible.”

“I’m not trying to convert you to our beliefs,” Father said. “But the scrolls of Kale explain that most wars and other evils have come from the wrong words or ideas at the wrong time.”

“You and your queer religion.” Lackma chuckled. “If the boy isn’t allowed to answer, then what does his father say?”

“The Council of Elders have said no to any temples in Tockery.”

“And you?”

“I say no.”

“Still? What are you afraid of?

“It’s not about fear.” Father had explained to Mortlebee that the cleric’s temples didn’t have real religious purpose and were just used by the Lord Protector to recruit the youths of Tockery and use them as soldiers.

“If you aren’t afraid that your son and daughters will convert to the religion of the Lord Protector, then there shouldn’t be a problem, right? We’ll just have empty temples.”

“Because we trust someone doesn’t mean we throw temptation in their face.”

Lackma chuckled again. “A wife might trust her husband, but she won’t bring him to visit the house of a woman of ill repute, is that it?”

“Sir, there are children present.”

“As you say.” Lackma bowed his head. “You are correct that I haven’t read the scrolls of Kale. But your religion is weak—do you know how I know this?”

Because following the scrolls means we have to let your sorry ass push us around, said the little voice in Mortlebee’s head.

After receiving no answer, Lackma continued, “Because you and many other Elders can’t provide any meat on the table for your family. The Lord Protector rewards those who follow him. Just as good merchants, good noblemen, good tradesmen prosper and grow rich while bad ones wither and are replaced, so too with religion. The religion of the Lord Protector is on the rise. It’s just a matter of time.”

“I think religion means something entirely different to you than it does to me. If you are finished eating”—Father nodded at the plate—“perhaps we should turn in for the night. I have a busy day tomorrow.”

Lackma picked up the last bit of bread and cheese off his plate. He studied it for a moment then threw it into the fire and watched it blacken and melt into tar. Then, realizing all gazes were on him, he looked up. “Sorry, did someone want that?”

If no one else was here, I’d strangle that priest with my bare hands, Mortlebee thought, shocking himself both with the thought itself and how strongly he felt it.

“No matter. It’s gone now,” Father lay down on his blanket and turned his face away from the priest.

Lackma looked toward Mortlebee and his sisters. “A few of the Lord Protector’s temples around Tockery, and the bread would be much more plentiful. Persuade your father to think reasonably about things.” He opened up a bedroll, slid into it, and curled up on his side, tucking his hands under his head.

Mother tidied up anything out of place then poked at the fire so the flames died, leaving the embers to provide heat through the night. She found a spot by the wall, away from the priest, and curled up.

Mortlebee glared at the cleric’s shape. Lackma knew how much suffering he was causing—that stunt of throwing the food into the fire had made that clear—and he didn’t care. Father probably wasn’t wrong in refusing to allow the temples. When the clerics had first come into Tockery fifteen years before, they had only looked for a small amount of tribute. One or two temples would swiftly become more, and having a hungry populace was the best way to recruit.

Of course, refusal was unlikely to stop them for long. The clerics presently want the Elder’s blessing, but if they don’t get it, then what? No one in Tockery was going to stand up to them, not with the precepts in the scrolls of Kale to follow.

Lackma’s snores vibrated through the one-room house. Mortlebee lay awake long into the night as the embers dimmed and faded, thinking about the glowing bow.

Chapter 4
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“I don’t like that smile, child—too much hope in it. You mustn’t forget you are just a woman.”

“Oh, Mama, don’t be silly,” Suma said.

“Just a woman.” What a thing to say. Suma’s mother had forgotten how horrible it had been to be a girl and ignored by everyone who mattered—like a puppy having outgrown its cuteness yet not old enough for the hunt. Today, I will take my place at the banquet table as the daughter of the Duke of Delmoria and a woman grown. She had been waiting for the moment for several forevers.

“I’m not going to let you ruin my day,” Suma said.

She would have preferred entering through the main doors, but the side door was closer to their chambers, and that was where Mama made for, pushing open the narrow door and entering the great hall. Suma straightened her dress around her shoulders and followed.

As she had feared, no one noticed their entry. Torches blazed along the walls, and the rumble of dozens of overlapping conversations floated above their heads. Suma took slow, deliberate steps, falling behind Mama, who scurried ahead.

Three long tables stretched down the length of the hall, leading up to the high table, set widthwise. The far end of the lengthwise tables was empty of people, with no places set and several hounds curled up underneath. The center of the hall was dominated by the common soldiers, surrounding themselves with off-color jokes and raucous laughter. The sergeants and more important soldiers were closer to the head table, keeping a watchful eye on the behavior of their men, and farther up, the lesser nobles threw jealous glances at anyone higher up than them.

Mama noticed Suma dallying and returned to her. “Now child, I must warn you, this isn’t going to be what you expect. You’ve read all those storybooks, and I don’t know what they’ve put in your head, but—”

“Hush, Mama. I’ve got this lovely dress on, I’m all made up... Let me enjoy the evening.”

“Tonight isn’t about enjoying yourself. It’s about...” She shook her head. “How do I tell you? You simply don’t know your father.”

Father. I can’t call him that, can I? She’d always thought of him just as the Duke in her head. He’d paid no notice to Suma all her life, but that was understandable, as she’d been just a girl. “Where am I sitting, Mama?”

Mama pointed out a seat.

“Only two down from him.” Her voice rose in anticipation.

“You never listen to me. I’m trying to explain—”

“I do listen to you, Mama.”

Mama sighed. “I guess we all have to learn the hard way. One way or another.” She took her seat on the edge of the high table.

I’m closer to the Duke than Mama. I wouldn’t have expected that. Perhaps it’s because it’s the first time I’m attending the banquet. Maybe he’ll talk to me. Suma wasn’t sure whether to be excited or terrified by that thought.

Suma spotted Arron and Balti close to the high table, with Arron on his seat and Balti grappling with him. As usual, her two preteen brothers were fighting. She pulled Balti off his brother and plumped him on his seat. “No fighting now, you two.”

“What kind of stupid dress is that?” Balti said.

“It’s an awful yellow color,” Arron said. “And look at those puffy shoulders.” He made a grab for the fabric, but Suma danced backward.

“It’s gold,” she said, “and the latest fashion. They started wearing this style in Yalsomme this winter, and it hasn’t even taken off in Thulum yet.”

Balti laughed. “She looks like a shiny yellow duck.”

“Ducks don’t have puffy shoulders like that.”

“Do too.”

“You’re stupid.”

“Take that back.” Balti dived at his brother, sending the two of them rolling across the floor.

Suma decided to let them fight it out. Better they directed their energy at each other than destroy her outfit.

The high table was no longer empty. Her older brother, Lucii, was on the right hand of the throne seat, and the Xercian archpriest was talking to Mama. Suma gave Lucii a nod—he winked back at her—then took her seat.

Servants in black livery with two rows of metal buttons down the front were distributing plates and mugs. Smells of meat and mead carried in on the evening drafts were making the people restless, reminding them of their hunger. The food wouldn’t come out until the Duke arrived, of course.

A fat man trundled behind Suma then took the seat between her and the duke’s throne. An extra-large chair had been placed there, obviously especially for him, but even so, it creaked alarmingly when he sat.

Lucii sprang to his feet. “Duke Washmir, may I introduce Sumastra Delmoria.”

Washmir didn’t say anything but just examined her with beady eyes. He reminded her of a giant bullfrog, warts and all. His tongue came out of the corner of his mouth, rooted against the side of his cheek, then disappeared again. He picked up a knife and rubbed it against the side of his plate, making a grinding sound.

We get it, you’re hungry. No need to make that annoying noise. Washmir was the most odious being she’d met—except perhaps for Balti when he’d been eight years old. She smiled. He wasn’t much better now, but two years earlier, he’d been such a gross child. She was convinced he had been breeding beetles and worms in a dung patch under his bed. Or something worse.

Lucii perched upon the seat on the other side of Suma. “You look happier than I expected.”

“Than you expected? This is the happiest day of my life.”

Lucii leaned closer and lowered his voice, nodding toward Washmir. “You’ve met him?”

Suma nudged her head close to Lucii’s ear. “I won’t let him ruin my evening.”

Lucii shrugged. “It’s your life. I’ve been told to never try to understand women.”

Several dogs barked as the duke strode through the main entrance. He bent down to greet the hounds. Conversations stopped dead as all gazes turned to him. That’s how you make an entrance. Suma remembered all the work she and the maids had put into her appearance, getting fitted for the dress days before, the thrill that had gone through her when she’d put it on. And then no one had noticed except for her little brothers, who thought she looked like a puffy duck.

“This is his arena,” Lucii said, also watching the Duke. “He knows all their names, their wives’ names, some of their kids’ names. And he can talk their language.” The Duke paused to slap one soldier on the back and shared a joke with another. “He knows everyone is hungry and can’t wait to dig into the food, yet still he delays, milking every moment. His men all love him and are terrified by him.”

“Will he speak to me?” Suma asked.

Lucii chuckled. “Yes, that’s right. I forgot about your strange worship for a father you don’t know. Remember when you thought that whenever he wasn’t in Xercia Castle that meant he was up in heaven?”

Suma slapped Lucii’s shoulder. “I do. And you told me to ask the archpriest about it, you bastard. I was only seven, and he gave me enough prayers to leave my knees aching. Seriously though, will he?”

Lucii stood and bowed slightly to a knife-thin man, just arriving. “Baron Cumille, excuse me for borrowing your seat.”

Baron Cumille was in control of one of the biggest baronies in Delmoria. He had a white mustache and always looked as though he was coming from the funeral of a loved one. “No problem at all, Lord Lucii.”

“As for your question, Suma, you should wish that he doesn’t.” Lucii returned to his place.

The Duke continued his slow procession down the Great Hall. Washmir seemed to have lost the energy to grind his knife against his empty plate and held his bloated face low over the table, his eyelids half closed. The Duke surely realized that delaying the food was pure torture for his guest of honor.

When the Duke finally reached his place at the center of the high table, he paused behind his chair, leaning his elbow against the backrest.

The entire hall took a collective breath and released it as one when he sat down.

“Let’s eat,” he shouted.

The servants practically sprinted into the hall, carrying plates piled high with meats of different types, hares and partridges cooked whole, sliced stag and boar. They brought the food to the high table, offering everything first to the Duke. Washmir’s first plate was devoured—Suma wasn’t sure where all the partridge feathers disappeared to. He washed it down with long slurps of mead.

Suma refused most of the plates and only picked at the food she did accept. She knew she should be hungry since she’d had nothing all day, but her nervous stomach was rejecting the idea of eating. Also, she wanted to be careful not to dirty her dress. She periodically glanced past Washmir—though he did provide a rather large obstruction—at the Duke. It was strange that she had rarely seen her father in close quarters.

The Duke wasn’t wearing a thick cloak like Washmir and many of the other important nobles. Instead, he wore the clothes of a younger man: a fitted jerkin, pale colored, with a pattern of crosses and swirls; a leather belt; black hose; and black boots tied up to just below the knee. His sword hung at his waist, of course. Everyone knew he never went anywhere without that. His beard was well cropped, and his black hair was brushed back. She guessed he was handsome if men that old—he had to be nearing forty or even past it—could still be thought of that way. Most remarkable of all were his eyes, green like the depths of a pond. They were still and watchful at the same time.

Once Duke Washmir had taken the edge off his hunger, he took to staring at Suma. She wished he’d say something, not because she wanted to talk to him but simply because she’d feel less uncomfortable. On her other side, Baron Cumille was most at home with a despondent silence about him. Suma wished she was down with Arron and Balti, even with the risk of Balti putting something slimy down her dress.

The most exciting day of her life was proving positively boring. She’d never read about a banquet that didn’t have at least a sprinkling of fun and excitement. Most of the younger people weren’t close to the high table, but even squinting, Suma didn’t spot anyone likely to be a handsome prince. Possibly, one lurked in disguise, but Suma doubted it. Still, that sort of thing came when least expected, and a rocky journey to her Gwavin or Dondolier would make the whole thing all the sweeter.

The Duke leaned back to see around Duke Washmir and gestured for Suma to come to him. Terror strapped her to her chair. It’s happening. She forced her limbs into motion, stiffly rising then approaching the Duke, her eyes downcast. She curtsied low.

“What do you make of her?” asked the Duke.

The legs of Duke Washmir’s chair squealed against the floorboards as he turned his chair around. “She is as young as you said, certainly.”

“Young, that’s all? She’s not unpretty.”

“I guess not. But...”

“Out with it.”

“I was watching her earlier. She has a rather unpleasant demeanor.”

The Duke gave a humorless laugh. “I know you well enough to know you care little about that. Out with it.”

“She has a... a rather boyish figure.”

“I’m not fully grown out,” Suma blurted then held her hand to her mouth, realizing she shouldn’t have talked out of turn. But she wasn’t going to allow herself to be discussed like that. Her fifteenth birthday was still months off, and everyone knew some girls didn’t get their curves until they were older. She arched her back slightly. Following her mother’s advice, she’d padded out the bust of her dress, but still he’d called her boyish.

“See, she says it herself—she’s not fully grown out,” the Duke said.

Washmir wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, his beady eyes roving up and down Suma’s body. “Now I’ve seen her, we can discuss a dowry.”

Dowry. Like a cymbal clash inside her head, Suma realized what was happening. They thought she was going to... with Duke Washmir?

“I won’t marry him,” she said.

The green of the Duke’s eyes chilled. He stood. “She’s a chatty mare, too. You’ll have plenty of dinner conversation.” His fingers curled around Suma’s upper arm. “However, the wine and rich food has gone to her head, so she’ll have to take her leave from you for tonight.”

He walked across the back of the high table, and Suma was almost lifted off her feet as he forced her to walk alongside her, his fingers biting into her flesh. Tears filled her eyes, and she blinked them back.

The Duke placed her in front of Mama. “I don’t ask you to do much, Bilenda, but surely you can manage your own daughters.”

“She won’t listen to me,” Mama said. “She just fills her head with stories and fancies.”

“Burn the books if that’s what it takes.”

“I won’t marry him, Father. You can’t make me do it.” She wasn’t going to let anyone burn her books either.

The Duke’s fingers tightened further, and he lowered his face until it was close to hers. “You have no comprehension of what I can make you do. Be glad that the only thing I want is to find you a noble husband.”

He released Suma’s arm. “I’ll leave this in your hands, Bilenda. She’ll have a better demeanor next time we need her, and she’ll smile at the altar when the time is right. You’ll both regret it if I have to bother myself further about this.”

He returned to his seat, leaving Suma standing in front of Mama. The archpriest concentrated on his food, and no one else was within earshot. For Suma, the world had stopped spinning, yet throughout the great hall, for everyone else, the laughter and joking and eating and drinking hadn’t been interrupted.

“I’m sorry, child,” Mama said, “I did try to warn you. But you don’t know him. Sometimes a demonstration is worth a thousand words. A parent can shield her child from the world, but as you’ve been telling me, you’re a woman grown now.”

“Oh, Mama.” Suma dashed away. Her tears flooded out. She’d held them back while the Duke’s fingers had pinched into her arm, but they escaped, sliding down her cheeks.

She was glad the side door was close and hoped she was as unnoticed leaving as she had been entering. Outside in the corridor, she almost crashed into one of the servants. He was carrying a bowl of gravy and only just managed to avoid spilling it as he lurched out of her way. Suma didn’t even slow. She’d thought to return to her rooms, but her feet led her in a different direction. Only when she reached an outer door did she realize her destination.

The moon was full, shining its ugly, fat face down on Suma when she wanted to remain hidden. However, with everyone at the banquet, no one would see her. Crammed close to an inner wall, the Duchess’s Garden was only a few paces wide and a dozen long. Mama had told Suma she’d had to fight to get a garden even that big. Since Suma had met the Duke, she understood better how hard it would be to get him to do something he didn’t want.

I called him Father, she remembered. Well, why not! Her brothers had no problem calling him that, why should she? That was what he was, after all. She’d created an aura of mystique in her head about him for no good reason. He was just the Duke of Delmoria and her father.

A hedge of rosebushes encircled the garden. Suma didn’t want to go around to the small gate, so she pushed between two bushes. She would have given her brothers hell for doing the same, but she couldn’t do any real damage since the flowers weren’t in bloom. Plus, why should I care about some stupid roses? She was to marry the Duke of Washmir. Her life was effectively over.

Her dress caught on some thorns. She struggled through, ignoring the ripping sound as her dress tore. What good is the dress after tonight? She wasn’t going to wear anything nice for Washmir. How is it that he is old and fat and ugly, yet my figure is the problem?

Reaching the other side of the hedge, she let herself fall onto her knees. The dark grass was heavy with dew and instantly soaked the bottom of her dress. She fingered the sleeve, half hanging off. Her tears had dried up, but seeing the ruined dress made her feel as though she might start crying again.

She then saw something, just lying there in the grass within arm’s reach—an axe of some sort. No, not just an axe, a battle-axe. She picked it up. A golden glow flared then faded. Suma glanced up at the moon then back at the axe. She got to her feet. From her chambers, she had often watched the soldiers fight, and she’d never seen a weapon like that. The axe was double-sided, with no decorations marring the smooth metal. It was sheer and elegant. The blade and handle were all of one piece, both metal, white in the moonlight. Suma was no expert in weapons, but in the same way one instantly differentiated an expensive dress from a cheap knock-off, she knew that wasn’t a weapon that would be left lying around.

She waved it gently back and forth. I should barely be able to lift a weapon this size with two hands, she realized, yet I hold it lightly with one. She took a few swipes through the air in front of her then squealed delightedly. The slice cut through the moonbeams with a soft whoosh.

Weapons weren’t used to cut through wood, she knew, but Suma could not resist experimenting further. She aimed at the trunk of the nearest rosebush. With a thunk, the wood split open, and the bush fell down on top of her. She didn’t even try to get out of the way, amazed that the axe sliced cleanly through with virtually no resistance. She batted at the bush with her left hand just before it hit her. Thorns cut into her hand, and the bush hopped several paces away.

Weirder and weirder. She lifted the rosebush and threw it without putting much effort into the attempt. It flew halfway across the yard. Suma darted to the gap in the hedge that she’d created and surveyed the yard then the castle walls, looking for watchers. Apparently, no one had seen her. She glanced back at the axe. Moonlight glinted all along its edge, and she couldn’t resist smiling. She’d never heard of anything like that, but it had given her the power of a strength-mage.

She remembered Duke Washmir, and the smile fell from her face. A magical weapon didn’t affect marriages. Or did it?

Men were important because they learned weapons and fought in wars. Father had been watching her brothers train out in the yard all their lives. What if the Duke’s daughter fights better than his sons? He wouldn’t see her as a mare to be sold off, then.

She thought about her favorite stories and the heroes and heroines in them. Gwavin and his Lara. Dondolier and Princess Eveleen. The heroines didn’t always have it easy. They had their struggles before their princes found them. It wouldn’t do for Suma’s prince to find her married to an old man.

Suma touched her upper arm, where a bruise was beginning to form, remembering the Duke’s cruel fingers and the chill in his stare. As Lucii had reminded her, when she was younger, she had mistaken the Duke for Mezziall up in heaven. She raised the axe up before her. If she had to stand up to God himself to find her Gwavin or her Dondolier, that was what she was going to do.

Chapter 5
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Simeon ducked low in the hedgerow, hiding. He wasn’t going to perform the ritual and let himself be raised to manhood, not even if everyone in Pizarr took turns beating him. Mud squelched close by. A branch was sticking into Simeon’s thigh, and his leg muscles protested the crouch he’d settled into. Better lack of comfort than a beating, though. Or worse.

He couldn’t keep taking those beatings. Bruises patterned his flesh, two of his teeth were loose—one sure to fall out—his tongue was cut so badly that eating was painful, and a thin wound on his left arm was beginning to fester. At least his head was clear again. It had rung like a bell for almost a full day after his previous encounter.

Low voices stole up the hillside. He wasn’t sure how well hidden he was—when he’d heard them coming, he’d scampered across the fields and thrown himself into the first hiding place he’d seen. His tribemates hadn’t been in view to know which direction he’d gone, so he was surprised they were so close already. However, he hoped they would pass right by him, with a bit of luck.

A leg slashed through the nettles, striking him in the shin, and he yelped. Another kick followed, that one missing Simeon but spraying nettle leaves across his face.

“Okay, okay. I’m coming out,” he said.

Simeon crawled out. Three of his tribe awaited him: Freid, Abel, and Gorms. They hadn’t brought just their feet and fists. They carried weapons.

Simeon started to stand up, but a punch in the face from Freid, followed by Gorms’s kick in the stomach, left him on his back, winded, sucking for air.

“The tribe isn’t messing around anymore,” Freid said. He had been Simeon’s best friend—or perhaps second-best friend, at the end. He hadn’t been among those who’d beaten Simeon on the other occasions. He’d kept himself apart before.

“Oh, is that what you’ve been doing?” There was a strange taste in Simeon’s mouth. He turned to the side and spat. A glob of blood with a tooth in the middle landed in the mud.

Gorms laughed.

Freid ignored him. “There is only one way this ends. You know it. I know it. Your birth mother knows it. Hell, the whole village knows it.

“My birth mum?” Tarla had been an ally. Of sorts.

“How do you think we found you so fast? She rushed out to us and pointed to exactly where you were hiding.”

“That’s disappointing.” He was truly on his own. Will she keep letting me stay in her house? Where can I go if she doesn’t?

“Can we get on with this?” Abel asked. “I enjoyed beating the piss out of the fool the first few times. Now it’s just getting tiresome.”

“By all means.” Simeon kept a brave face on even as his insides quivered. The fear of pain is worse than the pain itself, he told himself. One of the instructors had told him that, and he liked to repeat it in his mind—even if recent experience had shown it to be far from the truth. “Do your worst.”

Abel lifted the spear in his hand and aimed it. Simeon scrambled backward. Do they intend to kill me? Now? He’d thought he was willing to face death, but since it was upon him, his mind screamed in panic.

Abel threw.

The spear pierced the ground between Simeon’s feet, spraying mud into his face. He stopped moving.

“Spear for the brave,” Abel said.

Freid chopped his axe into the ground on Simeon’s left. “Axe for strength,” he said.

Gorms stuck the sword into the mud on Simeon’s right. “Sword for skill.”

Abel pulled a bow from his back and threw it. Wood hit Simeon in the forehead, and the bow bounced away. “Bow for stealth.”

“You need new lines,” Simeon told them. “I’ve heard all those before.”

“It ends,” Freid said. “Your final tests have been waived. All you have to do is chose one of the four weapons. Then you are raised, and everyone in the tribe is raised.”

“Not everyone,” Simeon said. Xelinder wouldn’t be.

“No one is happy about what happened. You aren’t the only one to have lost a friend,” Freid said. “But you’ve had your protest. Choose a weapon now. You know why we have to make you.”

Simeon nodded. “Tribe runs together, tribe learns together, tribe fights together, tribe stays together, tribe is raised together.” They’d all said it thousands of times. The boys of Medalon around the same age were co-opted into the tribe called Blue Fox. If one boy fell behind in skill or effort, the other members of the tribe made sure he caught up, whether that meant helping him improve or punishing him for falling behind—often both. Until every member of Blue Fox went through the final initiation by voluntarily choosing their weapon, none of them could leave the tribe and become raised as Pizarrian men. “I’m sorry about how it affects the rest of you. I have to do what feels right.”

Gorms rushed forward and kicked Simeon in the side. “Just pick up one of the bloody weapons. It’s not that bloody hard.” He kicked again. The first one hadn’t hurt badly, but the second kick found a tender spot, and agony spread across Simeon’s whole lower torso. Simeon rolled over, clutching his side.

“Stop,” Freid told Gorms. “That has been tried and hasn’t worked. We’re not here to beat him this time.”

Good to know I’m not getting beaten today. Simeon took short, shallow breaths to ease the movement in his chest.

Freid leaned down in front of Simeon, putting his hand on the hilt of the sword. “Listen, Simeon, we are going to leave these weapons here. Give you time to think and decide which one to choose. Remember: bravery, strength, skill, stealth. But more importantly, bow and spear are hunting weapons, and axe and sword are fighting weapons. I know you know all that, but you aren’t thinking straight right now.”

“I think he’s trying to say: Choose the spear, already,” Abel said.

Freid ignored him. “We tried to make you see sense, but this has now gone beyond tribe. We won’t be back.”

Simeon’s spluttering cough hurt his side. “Seriously? I’m going to miss little tribe chats like this one.”

“You are the smartest one in our tribe. So use that brain of yours and think how this ends. Word of what happened has spread beyond Medalon. And your protest is making everyone here look even worse. The men of the village aren’t going to do nothing. As I said, this has gone beyond tribe. If you don’t choose a weapon today, then you will when they come for you. Make it easy on yourself. Please.”

Freid straightened and turned to depart. “Come away.”

Abel followed him down the slope.

Gorms paused for a last look. “Freid’s wrong about you. You may be intelligent, but you sure aren’t smart.” Then he too left.

For some reason, what Gorms had said seemed impossibly funny to Simeon. He fell onto his back and giggled to himself. “You may be intelligent, but you sure aren’t smart.” If Simeon had been considered the smartest in the tribe, Gorms had been considered the dumbest. Yet what Gorms had said was the truest thing he’d heard in his life.

The sky was overcast, gray and foreboding. It looked like rain but perhaps not for a while yet—it was a sky that preferred to threaten. Close by, a chirping bird hopped from branch to branch in the hedgerow, probably wondering about the idiot lying in the wet grass and staring at the sky. Simeon wondered himself. “You may be intelligent, but you sure aren’t smart.”

The spear leaned away, on the edge of toppling over. Abel was right about that being the weapon he should choose. He sighed and turned away from it, pushing himself to his feet. Then he saw the fifth weapon.

But no, it wasn’t a weapon. It was just a staff. His tribemates hadn’t brought it, though, and Simeon didn’t know where it had come from. It was unusual looking, too. He reached down for it, then he paused, his fingers hovering. He double-checked to make sure there was no spear point on either side. Definitely just a staff. Not a weapon.

His fingers firmed around its center, and he lifted it. Before his back had straightened, the staff glowed. Simeon froze. A golden shimmer started on both ends and spread along the staff’s length then up his arm before disappearing.

Simeon just stared at the staff for a moment then looked around. His tribemates were disappearing over the hill, and no one else was in sight. Simeon turned the staff over in his hands, but it didn’t do anything strange. It surely had to be magic of some kind. Perhaps I can turn on the glow again. If a way to do that existed, Simeon couldn’t see it since the staff was perfectly smooth with no markings. It was beautiful though, made of a dark wood with a faint grain running through it. He shook his head confusedly then started back for the farmhouse. Maybe it would make sense a bit later.

As he descended the grassy slope toward the back of the house, the staff became useful immediately, though not due to any possible magical powers. Leaning on the staff allowed him to ease the pressure on his left side, which was still hurting from Gorms’s kick.

He opened the back gate, closed it behind him, then turned to see Tarla rushing toward him.

“I’m so glad you did it.” She was blinking back tears.

“Did what?” Simeon asked. Then he realized what she was thinking. He raised the staff to show the lack of a spear point. “It’s just a staff. I didn’t choose a weapon.”

She slowed, the animation draining from her. Her arms, half raised, fell limply to her sides. More than his own hurts, Simeon hated what his decision did to those around him. His tribemates. His birth mother.

“They left the four weapons up there on the slope, did they? I’ll go retrieve them,” Tarla said.

As she moved past Simeon, he reached out to stop her. “Don’t. There’s no point.”

“They’ll be in the house, ready for you to make your choice when you come to your senses.” The wind blew her long brown hair, usually tied up in a cap, across her face, and she brushed it away. She wore thick mud-splattered boots and coarse homespun pants and jacket. Most knew her as Medalon’s representative on the Women’s Council, but she was happiest when out farming in the fields by herself. “I have to do all I can to fix this. It’s mainly my fault. Everyone says it.”

“Everyone is wrong. It’s nothing to do with you,” Simeon said.

“I should have given you up when the time came for it.”

“Never.” Simeon’s heart broke to hear her say that.

Birth mothers were supposed to leave their children to the village’s baby-mothers after they were off the breast. The children would move on to kiddie-mothers, and from there, the boys would join tribes, and the girls would start their apprenticeships. Tarla had taken care of Simeon while managing her farm and being a counselor, all the way up to his joining of the tribe.

“You have been everything to me,” he said.

“I was an idiot. Everyone said so at the time, but I didn’t mind working twice as hard as everyone else when I got to have my little child with me. If only I’d known it would come to this.”

“You taking care of me when I was younger has nothing to do with what’s happening now.”

“I shouldn’t have kept you. And I shouldn’t have let you stay when you sneaked away from your tribemates for a night. I gave you an escape, let you think you could let your tribemates down.”

“No.” Simeon shook his head. “I am the only one standing up for all my tribemates. Everyone else wants to forget one of them.”

“Simeon, the boy died. I know you cared for him. I know it shouldn’t have happened. Everyone has to go sometime. It was just his time.”

It was Simeon’s turn for tears. “It wasn’t his time.”

“It’s time to look forward. Freid tells me that it becomes Men’s Council business after today. Tell me one way that this goes well for you.”

“I have this.” Simeon raised his staff. Why did I say that?

“A staff?”

“It’s magical. It came to me at my moment of need.” The words sounded stupid coming out his mouth, but Simeon realized that was what he had begun to think. A glowing staff appeared at his side just when everything looked bleak. That meant something—he wasn’t sure what, but something.

Tarla looked at the staff then back at Simeon. “You really believe that?”

“It glowed.” He wished the staff would start glowing again so he didn’t feel so stupid. That or make him disappear.

“And if it turns out that the staff doesn’t save you?” Tarla asked. “When the Men’s Council gets involved...”

“What was that phrase you used earlier? Everyone has to go sometime.” As soon as he said it, he regretted it.

Tarla’s face folded in on itself for an instant. Then she regained control of herself before the tears came. “I’ll collect those weapons. No point letting them go to rust.” She stamped up the slope.

Chapter 6
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Even under cloudy skies, daylight was too bright. Sheltered people liked to operate in it, though, so Twig decided to brave it to visit the spice seller. She stood in the alleyway for a moment, watching the endless streams of people walking along the market street. She didn’t understand where all those people were going in such a hurry. Sheltered people were just weird.

She moved into the streams and dodged her way across the street, moving silently. The sword’s hilt was wrapped in an old undershirt, and she held it close to her body. Rain people were usually invisible to others, but glimpses of the sword blade attracted one or two glances. She hurried into the spice shop.

She took a deep breath, sucking in the heady aroma created by the combination of all the herbs and spices in the shop. Twig liked to think that was what paradise would smell like. Not that there was a paradise for rain people—some of the religions talked of one, but she knew rain people didn’t get happy endings.

Bareth was bent over the counter, writing in a ledger. He looked up and smiled broadly, crossing the shop floor to greet her. He was short and bald, with twinkling eyes and a mouth always ready to break into a laugh or a smile. Twig had first been suspicious of his seemingly constant happiness, but she had come to see it as a sheltered person’s quirk, just another thing she would never understand.

“Great to see you.” He gave a curious look to her sword. “It’s been a while. You look all healed up, though certainly not fattened up.” He reached out his arms, offering an embrace. When Twig backed away, he let his arms fall to his sides. “So what brings you here?” he asked. Then he continued hurriedly, “I’m delighted to see you, and of course you’re welcome to come around at any time.”

“I’m here to buy some spice,” Twig told him.

“So you come as a customer. How wonderful. And what type of spice would you like?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

Bareth tilted his head to one side. “What will you be using the spices for?”

Twig shrugged. “For whatever it is that spices do, I guess.”

Bareth broke into a laugh. “You don’t have a clue what spices are for, do you?”

Twig scowled at him. She hadn’t come to be made fun of. “And sellers aren’t allowed to laugh at customers.” Twig wasn’t sure why exactly, but that was something she’d heard. “I want the spices to make the world smell nice.” She was sure that wasn’t what spices did, but that was what they meant to her.

Bareth laughed again. “I have sold many spices over the years, but none for such a noble task. For that, I’ll give my spices for free. Which ones smell the nicest to you?”

“I have topaz. I can pay.” Twig took Krawl’s purse from her belt and gave it to him. She was taking the chance to repay Bareth for helping her.

Bareth went behind his counter and spilled the crystals from the purse. A fat green crystal lay among the yellows. He fingered through them. “Quite a haul. One emerald kopec and enough shards to make up several topaz kopecs. Where...?” He glanced down at the sword. “Why are you giving me this?”

“You deserve it for helping me, and I wouldn’t know what else to do with it.” She could buy some street food and maybe an old cloak with a few of the shards, but the rest would just make her a target.

“Have you eaten in a while?” he asked.

“Ate not too long ago,” she said, though her stomach growled. With the excitement of what had happened the night before with Krawl, she hadn’t even fought off the rats for the food in the garbage.

Bareth took more heed of her stomach than her mouth. “I know a good place to go, a better use of the money than giving it to me.” He scooped up the crystals and returned them to the purse. “I don’t suppose you want to leave that behind?” He nodded at the sword.

“No.” Twig gripped it more tightly. It also made her a target, and it was more visible than the money, but she was going to keep it with her.

“Best not to walk about with it out in the open.” He disappeared into the back room and returned with a ragged brown blanket. He unrolled it on the counter. “Put it down there, and we’ll roll it up.”

Twig hesitantly placed the sword on the blanket.

Bareth leaned closer, studying the blade. “Still has some blood on it.”

“I cleaned—” Twig closed her mouth with a snap, realizing her mistake too late.

Bareth’s lips compressed into a thin line. “I see.” He rolled the sword into the blanket and handed it back.

Twig took it in her arms.

“Follow me.”

Bareth asked the shopkeeper next door to watch his shop then led the way down the street. Twig stayed directly behind Bareth, trying to blend into his shadow. Bareth made staying unnoticed difficult, for he waved to other shop owners that he passed, shouting greetings and trading jokes. Most of them threw strange glances at Twig and the bundle she carried in her arms. It felt unnatural to be noticed by so many people, and Twig was glad when Bareth left the street and entered a small cafe.

Twig’s stomach spasmed at the smell of cooking food. Bareth greeted the old woman behind the counter then led Twig to a table in the corner. By the way the old woman’s eyes narrowed at the sight of her, Twig suspected she would have been kicked out as soon as she entered, without Bareth. Though if Twig had arrived by herself, she would have fled before the woman had looked at her.

She had never been in a place like that before, common as they were in the sheltered world. Everything felt wrong. At least the chair Bareth directed her toward sat in the corner, so she didn’t have to watch behind her. She crouched upon her seat, her gaze shifting back and forth. Everything was so bright, so open. A child openly stared at her, and out of the corner of her eye, she saw others watching also.

Her gaze was drawn to the entrance. She could dodge between the tables of the other customers and escape before anyone could catch her. It isn’t a place for a mouse, not in the daylight. What was I thinking to come here?

“Hey.” Bareth sat opposite her and claimed her attention. “What do you want to eat?”

Twig shrugged. She wasn’t sure exactly how food worked in a world where you didn’t have to fight off the rats for it.

Bareth gestured at the other tables. “Any of the dishes look good to you?”

Despite her urge to escape, her mouth hadn’t stopped salivating. She really did need to eat, and everything smelt amazing. She didn’t know how to handle the plates and knives and forks, though. “It all looks too fancy to eat.” She’d eaten with her fingers when she’d stayed with Bareth before.

“I bet it smells nice, though. I’ll order for you. I guess you aren’t picky. I’ll get something plain and wholesome.”

Bareth got up and went to the counter. Twig’s gaze shifted back and forth again. Most of the other customers were no longer paying her any attention, and she shrank into the chair back a little less. Being invisible in plain view was something she knew about.

Twig considered why she’d come. She wanted to thank Bareth, of course. She hadn’t lied about that. When she had broken her arm the summer before, she had been in real trouble. She had wrapped it up inside her jerkin and ignored it as much as possible, but when it didn’t heal well, she got weaker.

Zeeists helped those in need, and a woman had told Twig about the spice seller. So Twig turned up on Bareth’s doorstep, half dead, not knowing what to expect. Without hesitation, he helped her inside, put her into his bed, and summoned a doctor. She passed out with the pain when the doctor rebroke her arm.

The next morning, bandaged up and feeling better, she tried to leave but wasn’t as strong as she had thought. Bareth needed to lift her back into her bed. He fed and nursed her without asking for anything in return. After two weeks, Twig had left without saying goodbye, knowing she could never repay her debt to him. But she could give him Krawl’s topaz. Sheltered people put a lot of weight on topaz.

The smell of food preceded Bareth’s return. Twig’s stomach roared inside her. With a smile, Bareth placed a bowl of stew in front of her, along with a basket of bread. Before the basket hit the table, she snatched a chunk of bread and immediately dipped it in the broth and began to gorge it down in big bites. She’d eaten similar food at Bareth’s when she had been sick and was glad not to have to figure out the knife and fork.

The scalding heat of the broth didn’t slow her speed of eating. The bliss of the hot stew settling inside her stomach was worth the burning sensation in her mouth. Before she knew it, she was wiping the last of the bread on the bottom of the bowl.

Bareth grinned at her as she finished the last mouthful. “Didn’t you say you’d eaten recently?” He handed her a cloth and gestured to where drops of broth stained the wood of the table. She resisted the impulse to lick them up and instead cleaned up the broth with the cloth and, at Bareth’s urging, wiped around her mouth.

“I’d bring you more, but best to let your stomach settle,” Bareth said. “I doubt it’s used to too much food at once. Now, surely you know that you can buy food like this with the topaz. Why not hold onto it?”

“They don’t let rain people in places like this.”

“You’d be surprised. Business people will usually deal with anyone with shards.”

“You could leave me a few shards for street food, I guess,” Twig suggested.

“Why give up the rest?”

“You don’t understand.”

“You’ve only known a cruel world. But things can get better. Let me help you.”

Twig swallowed. Help. That was why she had really come to him. She didn’t know how to ask. “If a rain person has something of value, they have to be strong enough to hold onto it.”

“I’ve never seen any rain people with a sword. Won’t that cause worse problems than crystals that can be hidden?”

Twig touched the rolled-up blanket on her lap. She couldn’t let someone take that from her. What would have happened with Krawl if I didn’t have it?

Bareth watched her. “So you came to me because you don’t know how you can keep that.”

“I wanted to thank you. I had nothing to give you until I came upon that purse.”

But what he’d said was true. She wanted to learn how to no longer be a mouse, but she didn’t know how to explain that to sheltered people, though. They didn’t know anything about being a mouse.

“But you also don’t know what to do about the sword, do you?” he asked. “You don’t have to be afraid to ask. I want to be your friend. As a friend, I help and advise you, and you don’t owe me anything in return.

Generally, friendship wasn’t a part of a rain person’s life. “By helping others, we save ourselves,” she said. Bareth had told her that when she’d asked him why he’d helped her. It was a Zeeist mantra.

“You remembered.” He smiled broadly. “We’ll make a Zeeist out of you yet. But you don’t have to be a Zeeist to want to help your friends. Now, let’s figure out how you can keep the sword and the topaz.”

“The gems are for you for helping me before.”

“I told you. Friends don’t require payment. Now, to me, the solution to your problem seems obvious, though I believe it wouldn’t occur to you. What you have to do to is to become—what do you call us?—oh yes, a sheltered person.”

“No.” Twig’s body quivered. “I’m a rain person.” Her chair scraped backward.

“Twig, the only difference between a rain person and a sheltered person is that one has a roof over their head and the other doesn’t. Sheltered people become rain people due to misfortune. When fortune smiles again, sometimes they regain their homes.”

Twig shook her head. Rain people and sheltered people were different in many ways.

“You could have stayed with me after your broken arm. If you hadn’t just disappeared.”

“I had healed.” A warm bed and two hot meals a day were nice, but Twig knew them to be as dangerous as a slippery roof. She couldn’t let herself go soft.

“You don’t have to give up being a rain person if you don’t want to. Here’s what I suggest. I’ll give the owner of this food hall enough money for twenty days of food. I expect you to come here twice a day.” He pointed at where Twig’s collarbone was visible through a hole in her jerkin. “I don’t want to see the bone jutting out through your skin like that next time we meet.”

“Everyone watches me in here.”

“I’ll ask if you can eat in the kitchen.”

Will I still have the will to fight the rats after the twenty days are over? Her stomach wouldn’t let her refuse, though. She nodded.

“There’s a leatherworker shop near me. I’ll take you in so he can measure your sword, and we’ll get a scabbard for you. How does that sound?”

“Better than carrying it in a blanket.” She’d still need to hide it. “Maybe a long cloak?”

Bareth smile was back, broad as ever. “Now you are getting the idea. A cloak to hide your sword. It would keep you warm, too. Black, I think, will suit you.”

She liked the sound of that. The color of night.

Bareth leaned closer. “Was that almost a smile?”

“Rain people don’t smile,” Twig told him seriously.

“Of course, what was I thinking?” Bareth said. “If we are getting you a cloak, we might as well get you some other clothes. Maybe shoes, too?”

“Not shoes.”

“Why not?”

“They won’t grip.” The black stones that gave the city its name were slippery as glass when wet.

“You don’t have to wear them all the time,” Bareth explained. “Consider them a disguise that you wear when you are in places like this.”

Twig nodded. She understood being invisible.

“And I’ll arrange a visit to the public baths.” He waited for an objection.

She nodded. If Twig was going to be invisible among sheltered people, she needed to rid herself of the smell of a rain person. “No soap.” The perfumes and other scents that sheltered people wore were a beacon to some on the streets.

“As you wish. All that will cost some of the money you brought, and I’ll hold onto the rest until you need it.” Bareth placed his hand on Twig’s forearm.

She resisted the reflex to snatch her hand away, realizing she needed to learn sheltered-people ways like this “friendship.”

“You don’t have to leave the streets behind, but you can’t just go back to being who you were if you are going to carry a sword.”

She had already begun to shed her mousey skin. She had ventured out in daylight. Dozens of different people had noticed her, and she hadn’t fled. “There are two types of people in the world,” Krawl had told her, “Givers and Takers.”

She wasn’t a Giver anymore.

Chapter 7
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Hate is the home of evil. That was another of the principles of Kale that had seemed both blindingly obvious and easy to avoid when Mortlebee had learned it. So how is my heart already brimming with hate? Has the moment where I had a chance to reflect and reject the evil already come and gone?

Lackma’s snores had kept him awake most of the night, and they still hadn’t stopped. Surely, not even a heart fully shielded by goodness could have withstood that barrage of arrhythmic rasping.

Although Mortlebee felt as though he’d been awake all night, he must have slept at some point because he’d dreamed. In his dream, he’d arrived in Bluegrass on a horse, the glowing bow raised aloft in one hand, and everyone in the village was cheering him, even Father.

Dawn’s first rays sneaked between narrow gaps in the thatch. Mortlebee shrugged out of his blanket and stepped over the sleeping bodies of his sisters. He quietly put on his boots and took an overcoat off the hook by the door. That early, the night’s chill would still be clinging to the air, and he’d suffered enough from the cold for one day. The door opened silently. He paused and looked back, glancing over the wrapped bundles of his family and the cleric. Mother’s eyes shone from under her blanket as she watched him leave.

His home usually gave him a warm feeling, no matter how cold it was. He sucked in a breath laced with the smell of fresh bread and drew that feeling around him like an extra coat. It warmed him, but not as much as it should have. The cleric’s snores tainted everything.

Outside, the morning dusk still resisted dawn’s coming. No one else was up yet. Mortlebee blew a frosty breath into his hands and hurried partway down the Eagleview trail. He stuck his hand under the blue heather bush and felt around. Nothing. He lifted the lower branches and peeked under them. Did I imagine finding the bow and hiding it? He’d heard of fever dreams but never cold dreams. That made as much sense as anything else. Magic weapons appeared in stories with kings and princesses, not to stupid boys in little villages like Bluegrass.

Mortlebee sighed. What was I thinking, anyway? That what happened in my dream would come true? Even if he managed to get Lackma to leave, he’d never be celebrated for it, certainly not by Father. No matter the result, the Council of Elders was never going to condone the use of weapons.

He straightened, about to turn away, then paused. He thought back to the night before and where he’d been when he’d found the bow. Then he looked back at the row of blue heather. He thought he’d hidden it under the first bush in the row. Could it have been a different one? He took a few strides farther down the trail to the next bush, crouched down, and felt underneath. His fingers nudged against something solid, and his heart missed a beat. Just a root, he told himself as his fingers curled around the wood. He gripped, held his breath, and pulled.

It existed. When he rested the bow on the ground, it came up to his shoulder. It was about the width of two fingers and made of a dark wood, smooth to the touch, without any carvings or flourishes. It curved but lacked a string or even notches to hook up a string. It wasn’t glowing anymore and didn’t look very special.

Forester was the village hunter, approved by the Council of Elders to possess a bow. Mortlebee had never even touched a bow before—Forester hadn’t allowed it, but that hadn’t stopped Mortlebee and his friends from following the hunter so they could get a good look at the weapon until they were chased away by Forester or called away by the elders.

Mortlebee moved his fingers down to where the string should be, and a glowing line shimmered. He dropped the bow and took several steps backward, his heart hammering in his chest. Magic weapons don’t appear to boys in little villages like Bluegrass, he told himself.

He took a swift look around. Although he detected sounds of the village waking up, he was still alone. He reached forward and gingerly touched the bow, almost expecting it to be hot, but when it wasn’t, he snatched it up. He then shuffled down the trail away from Bluegrass, breaking into a run as the slope dipped down the mountainside.

He skidded around a corner then slowed down to a walk. His breath came heavily, and his heart beat much more rapidly than a short run warranted. He was beyond the village, but few places outdoors in Tockery were truly out of sight. With the open spaces and higher slopes all around, he always felt something was watching even if that something was a goat or a gliding eagle. He couldn’t risk being seen by a shepherd or a farmer checking his crops on the upper slopes. Being caught talking violence was one thing, being caught practicing with a weapon, a magical one at that... It didn’t bear thinking about.

Mortlebee glanced at the bow again. If I had any sense, I would throw it into a deep crevasse and never think about it again. It was too late for that, though. He’d already swapped his impure heart for a hate-filled heart, and though that ran as counter to the teachings of the scrolls as it was possible to get, the weapon was the solution. The Lord Protector’s clerics had to be shown that the people of Tockery couldn’t be pushed around forever. That didn’t mean hurting Lackma, but it might mean scaring him.

First, he had to figure out what the bow did without being spotted. After a moment’s consideration and after confirming he was no longer in view of Bluegrass, he cut off the trail and headed west. The newly arisen sun shot glaring rays of light into the eastern valleys. Mortlebee stamped his feet to keep the cold from his toes. Tufts of grass were growing on the hard ground, most of it of the blue variety that gave the village its name. The blue was a dark shade, as close to green as blue could get. He skirted the clumps of heather bushes with knotted buds that showed where the yellow flowers were forming—too early in the year for them to be in bloom. Mortlebee came to where Hobo’s Creek cut into a ravine. Around the creek, trees with thin, twisted trunks and sparse leaves gave some cover.

Mortlebee found a flat section of ground, set his feet, and held the bow up in his left hand. He plucked at the air where the string should be. As before, a golden shimmer appeared then faded. He tried again and got the same result. Mortlebee frowned. Surely, something more was supposed to happen. Did I miss an arrow to go along with the bow the other night? In the dark, he hadn’t searched thoroughly. He scouted around on the ground and found the closest thing to an arrow he could. He stripped off the leaves. It was a crooked and pathetic-looking excuse for an arrow, but he couldn’t exactly ask Forester if he could borrow any of his.

He lifted the bow once more and tried to nock the end of the stick to the glowing shimmer as he plucked at the imaginary string. The stick went through the string as if it didn’t exist, which, of course, it didn’t. He tried again and again, getting more and more frustrated, until another golden shimmer appeared, that one horizontal. So, the arrow is magical also. He threw away the stick.

His right arm was tiring from holding the bow. It felt like trying to pluck a reflection from water, but if he concentrated and applied pressure at just the right moment, the golden string solidified instead of disappearing.

The arrow was harder to get. When the string solidified and he pulled back on it, the string would follow his fingers, and the bow would bend, and tiny golden particles would crystallize into the shape of a fully formed arrow. It only worked one in maybe ten times, usually when he had just about given up on it ever happening again.

His left arm exhausted, he let the bow fall to his side, thinking. When the bow worked, it was an impressive sight, a golden arrow and string appearing out of nowhere. Even then, though, it never did anything more. The arrow never left the bow.

His frown turned into a smile then a chuckle. Doesn’t that make it the perfect weapon for Tockery? Something which threatens a violent magical response against oppressors but which doesn’t actually cause harm. Sure, threat of violence and violence were branches of the same tree, according to Kale, but one was clearly not as bad as the other. Mortlebee didn’t want to actually hurt anyone, but making a show and scaring someone who deserved it—that he could do. Once Lackma was gone, Mortlebee would look for forgiveness and strengthen his heart against impurity and hatred.

Mortlebee climbed out of the ravine and headed back toward Bluegrass. The sun had climbed above the snow-tipped peaks, and the air had a shallow warmth to it. What if I challenge Lackma, and that’s one of the nine in ten times that the arrow doesn’t form? No, he wasn’t going to let that happen. When the Elders weren’t around, the shepherds and farmers often told tales around the fires about heroes and their quests, about monsters and the weapons that killed them, about villains and their eventual fall. What the stories didn’t have in wisdom, they made up for in excitement. And the magical weapons in the stories always worked at the crucial moment. Mortlebee knew he wasn’t in a story, but it couldn’t be a coincidence that the weapon had appeared at the same time as Lackma.

Mortlebee glanced up and saw two shepherds herding their goats to the upper slopes. They were too far away to recognize him. He used his bow like a walking staff and realized he wouldn’t be able to hide it near the village without being seen. Where then? Unless I don’t hide it and instead confront Lackma this very day... He knew Lackma was due to continue to Leeside, after all. Once he thought about it, Mortlebee realized that was the obvious thing to do. His stomach churned with fear, but he shifted direction, aiming to circle around the village.

Before long, he could hear the shouts of children playing and could see the rooftops of Bluegrass. No one came across him. Beyond the far end of the village, he cut across the trail to Leeside and bent down to look for tracks. The ground was hard and bare. However, he spotted a goat’s hoofprint. Surely, he wouldn’t have missed the signs of a horse passing. No. Likely, the snoring cleric had slept late and would eat some more of the food his family didn’t have to spare before leaving.

Mortlebee looked up and down the trail and once again realized how open it was. The shepherds mightn’t take any notice of a man with a curved walking stick, but they would pay attention if someone confronted the cleric on his horse—even more so if the walking stick started emitting golden light.

So Mortlebee trudged up the slope toward Leeside. He wasn’t that familiar with the trail, but he knew it curled around a cliff face not far ahead.

The point where the trail curled around the cliff face was much farther away than he realized. By the time Mortlebee reached it, dust-saturated sweat was clinging to his face, and his throat was parched from thirst. He realized he should have taken a drink back at the creek.

Still, the spot he had chosen was perfect. The trail, only a pace wide at its narrowest point, clung to a rocky face. On the other side of the ravine, another mountain soared upward. Between the two, hundreds of paces down, bright-green trees clung to the narrow valley floor. Leaning out to look down, Mortlebee saw the blue thread of a small river or thought he did—it was too far away to be sure. It wasn’t a good place to lose one’s footing or get caught by a freak gust of wind, but it was a good place to scare someone.

Mortlebee found a large rock above the trail where he could hide. After wedging himself in behind it, he traced the gradients of color on the rock face with his finger and allowed the sun to warm his face. He recited the principles of Kale in his head but stopped when he realized how many of them he intended to break. Am I really doing the right thing? Perhaps I am supposed to resist using the weapon? The scrolls spoke of the temptations that every man had to face and defeat to become a true follower of Kale.

In Mortlebee’s dream, he had returned to the village a hero. Am I simply doing this for personal glory? No. He knew that dream to be a lie. His Father cheering him for using violence? If he managed to scare off the cleric, he would tell no one what he had done. He remembered the outline of the rib on Kataya’s torso and knew he had no choice, regardless of what the scrolls said.

A horse’s neigh echoed through the narrow valley, and Mortlebee tensed up. This is it. He imagined himself spinning around the rock and seeing Lackma’s shocked face. His fingers squeezed the wood of the bow. Another neigh, closer that time, then the scuff of a hoof on the dirt. It is time.

Mortlebee spun. Rather, his head ordered his body to spin, but his body remained plastered to the rock face. He squeezed his eyes shut and imagined confronting the priest, his bow ablaze with showy magic. Now.

Still nothing.

Mortlebee’s stomach was churning faster and faster, but every other part of him refused to move. He felt terrible. He had been willing to sin, to allow evil into his heart because he had convinced himself that his cause was a higher one, only to be prevented by something base. He was a coward.

Mortlebee wished he was stronger. He wished he was a better man. He listened as the horse got closer and closer, every hoofstep an accusation of Mortlebee’s cowardice.

Then the horse stopped. The cleric couldn’t have heard me, could he? Mortlebee hadn’t made any noise. He held his breath. Keep going, he whispered inside his head.

“Can’t hold your breath forever, you know,” Lackma said. “I can outwait you. You might as well come out.”

Fear flared inside Mortlebee. How could the cleric have known he was there? With no choice, though, his body ceded control back to him, and Mortlebee pushed himself out from behind the rock and slid down onto the trail in front of the cleric’s horse. Mortlebee took several steps back, the bow dangling by his side.

Lackma’s pudgy face had a smug look on it. The breeze blew his wispy black hair back over the top of his head. His red cloak was wrapped tightly around him, the eagle crest prominent on his breast. He looked bigger and more imposing than he had the night before.

The cleric appeared happy to sit there all day, so Mortlebee broke the silence. “How did you know I was there?”

“You shouldn’t underestimate the servants of the Lord Protector. I know a lot more than you think. I warned your father about you before I left. About your violent tendencies. I don’t think he was surprised.”

Mortlebee flushed. “Why would you tell him that? I did nothing to you.”

“Nothing yet. Is that what you mean?” The horse snorted and took a few steps forward, and Mortlebee backed away. His back foot gave way slightly, and Mortlebee twisted around to see the foot half hanging off the edge of the trail, with nothing but air under his heel for hundreds of paces. Lumps of dirt toppled down. Mortlebee scrambled away from the edge.

Lackma watched with a smile on his face.

Mortlebee took another step away from the edge, thinking about how he had chosen his location to make the cleric feel scared. That worked out well.

“You were bolder the other night,” Lackma said. “Are you going to just stand there all day, or are we going to get on with this? You hold something of significance in your hand, I believe.”

Mortlebee felt the weight of the bow in his hand. Lackma knew more than he should, but perhaps that wouldn’t matter. Nothing about the confrontation was going the way he expected, yet there he was. “This is a magic bow. You will rescind the tributes on the land of Tockery and leave here forever. Or I will kill you.”

“Come on, you’ve got to do better than that. Look at you—shoulders slouched, gaze shifting back and forth, mousy tone of voice. You’d have trouble scaring ravens from crops.

Mortlebee’s pulse pounded behind his ears. “I’m serious. I will kill you.”

“You have to sell it. Warriors charge into battle not to get there quicker, but for the intimidation factor. They roar. They rage. You are trying to scare me, aren’t you?”

Mortlebee flushed. The cleric was having fun with him. He lifted the bow and reached for the magic string. His fingers trembled, but after a few tries, the string shimmered into life. He drew and the arrow solidified, dazzling Mortlebee’s eyes. “What do you say now?”

The cleric showed no fear or even surprise. “Now, that’s what I wanted to see. I never thought those wizards would actually succeed. A weapon of power. Though how it ended up in the hands of a Tockery boy must be a story in itself.”

Mortlebee released the string, and the golden arrow blinked out of existence. “The next time I draw, I will shoot. Tockery has magic now and won’t be trampled by the likes of you. Either leave or die.” He couldn’t understand why the cleric wasn’t scared.

“How did you imagine this going?” Lackma asked. “That I would quiver in fear and flee? Do you not think the Lord Protector would send someone else in my place? Perhaps he’d send several cohorts of clerics in my place. What would you do then?”

Mortlebee felt like an idiot when Lackma put it like that. “I can kill you, at least.”

“No, you can’t.”

Lackma’s horse took several more steps forward, and Mortlebee backed away, glancing backward to make sure he stayed on the path.

“Stay back.” Mortlebee drew on the string again. It faded away before it had even formed.

“Think, boy. How did I know to warn your father about you? How did I know you were hiding? How did I know what your bow could do?” When Mortlebee didn’t answer, Lackma held out his palm, showing a crystal in it. “Does this help you understand? It’s a color-changer.” He tucked the crystal away and pointed at the eagle crest at his breast. “What are Lord Zubrios’s high-ranking clerics best known for?”

Lackma had to be a thought-mage. “Father never told me you were a magic-wielder.” He had read Mortlebee’s thoughts and known the bow didn’t actually do anything. Mortlebee continued to pluck at the string as he backed away even though he knew it to be useless.

“I didn’t advertise the fact. Doesn’t matter if people know now since I’ll be returning to Soirbuz to present that weapon to Lord Zubrios. Now that I think about it, you have solved one problem for us. We didn’t want to appear heavy handed, yet the Elders were being more intransigent than we expected. Once I explain about how I was attacked by a magic-wielding Tockian boy, several cohorts will have to be sent to protect Lord Zubrios’s servants as we collect the Lord Protector’s tribute. And the cohorts will need permanent lodging, so we’ll have to build temples to house them. We won’t even need to reduce the tribute as I have previously been promising. You have been helpful to me, boy, even before I get rewarded for discovering a weapon of power.”

“No. That’s not going to happen.” Mortlebee’s fingers firmed around the string, and he drew. The arrow appeared, more solid than ever before. He had come to stop the cleric and help his people, but he’d only made it worse. What would Father say when he learned that his son’s violent tendencies gave the clerics an excuse to build their temples?

Lackma smiled and raised his arms wide. “Do your worst.”

Hatred at the sight of Lackma’s smug face burst through Mortlebee’s heart, feeding a fury that roared through his body—rage at Lord Zubrios, at the clerics, at Kale and his scrolls, at his Father for his placid surrender, at himself for his cowardice and his stupidity. The rage tore through him and through the bow. The golden arrow shot from the bow and sped through the air, flashing straight through Lackma and out beyond him, exploding against a distant mountainside.

The roar of the explosion echoed hollowly through the valley, and several boulders broke away from where the arrow had hit, crashing down the mountainside. The expression on Lackma’s face changed from smugness to shock. He rolled off the side of his horse, which promptly galloped straight at Mortlebee.

Mortlebee was frozen in place, unable to react to the charging horse. It swerved around him, its shoulder shoving Mortlebee aside. Luckily, the horse ran nearer the trail’s edge, which threw him against the upper slope rather than knocking him off the cliff. Mortlebee’s chest and right shoulder took the brunt of the impact as he fell, his layers of clothes protecting him to some extent. He slid down onto the level ground of the trail and lay there, facedown, listening to the sound of the galloping hooves fade into the distance.

A part of him knew what he had done. Another part of him refused to accept it. Kale give me strength, he whispered to himself, though he knew he had forsaken Kale’s teachings and had no right to ask anything. He took a few attempts to stand. Dread dragging at his feet like shoes of metal, he walked to where the cleric lay.

Lackma stared unseeing at the sky, his features frozen into an expression of shock. Through a hole the width of Kataya’s fist in the cleric’s chest, the dirt of the trail was visible. The blackened edges of the hole had cauterized, leaving not even a trace of blood.

Mortlebee fell to his knees. What have I done? His face sank into his hands. With hate in his heart, he had killed a man in cold blood. Is there any redemption after this?

He looked back down at the priest’s face, and with vestiges of the earlier rage, he grabbed Lackma around the collar and shook him. Why couldn’t you just do as I asked? Why did you have to drive me to this? The cleric’s frozen face gave no answer. Is he laughing at me even in death? With a heave, Mortlebee shoved Lackma’s body and watched it bounce several times against the cliff face before disappearing into the greenery at the very bottom.

The immediate satisfaction Mortlebee felt was quickly swamped by even more despair. Not only had he killed the cleric, he’d desecrated the body, throwing it to scavengers instead of allowing a proper burial.

The lack of a body would make Mortlebee’s crime easier to get away with, but he had no intention of dodging responsibility. It would eat him up inside even more if he tried to hide it. He knew who he had to tell, and that person was also the last person in the world Mortlebee wanted to know.

Mortlebee started back toward Bluegrass but stopped and glanced back. The bow lay on the trail where it had fallen when the horse had knocked him over. He wanted to just leave it there, but he knew he had to bring it back. Who would believe my story if I don’t have that? So he retrieved it, and with his heart heavy in his chest, he retraced his steps back toward his home village.

Within a few hundred paces, the heaviness within him increased, becoming almost too much to bear. He staggered, and the mountain peaks swirled. The ground rushed up toward him, but before it hit, everything went black.

Chapter 8
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“It’s me, Odare,” Lukin said, cloaked by darkness and trying to fake Odare’s raspy voice. “Open the bloody gate.” He was outside Lord Jearg’s mansion, pretending to be one of the guards.

“Why are you back so soon?” Hodil rushed over, trying to see through the metal bars of the gate.

“Quickly. Before we’re caught,” Lukin rasped. “They are watching me.” Lukin leaned against the outside wall with his hood covering his face. His cloak was roughly the same brown color as Odare’s, but his disguise wouldn’t pass any serious scrutiny. Luckily, Hodil wasn’t the brightest candle in the church.

The key rattled against the lock, and Hodil pushed open the metal gate, sticking his head out to check for the watchers Lukin had lied about. Lukin cracked the pommel of his knife into Hodil’s temple.

The guard fell to all fours, but the blow hadn’t knocked him out. Targeting the guards with thick skulls had advantages and disadvantages.

Odare, why, Hodil thought, shaking his head back and forth to clear it.

Luckily, he didn’t think to shout. Lukin hit him on the head again, harder that time, and Hodil crumpled. Lukin grabbed him around his shoulders and pulled him into the guardhouse. He listened for any sign that he’d been detected, but the dark street remained quiet. He locked the guardhouse gate shut.

He touched the side of Hodil’s neck and sighed with relief when he felt a pulse. He felt he knew the guardsman after having spent a few days watching him and eavesdropping on his words and thoughts. Hodil and Odare weren’t bad people, just bad guards. Whenever two of them were alone in a guardhouse, they would flip for the right to sneak off to the tavern for an hour.

When Lukin reached down to remove Hodil’s uniform, his hands trembled on the buttons. He straightened. Remember you are an adventurer whose qualities include coolness under pressure, he told himself. It was much too early to get scared. All manner of shitting-in-pants fear might be called for later. Not yet.

He bent down to finish with the buttons then shrugged off his cloak and donned the uniform in its place. Lukin thought about tying and gagging Hodil before deciding he didn’t have any time to spare for that.

He actually didn’t have any time at all. He had been waiting for his opportunity and had been delighted when Odare had sneaked away. The night sky had been too bright, though, and by the time a cloud covered the moon, Odare was already due to return. Plus, Lukin had discovered that some kind of event involving numerous guests was taking place in the mansion that night.

That made aborting his plan the only sensible option. If only being sensible didn’t make him break out in a rash. He peered into the gardens, hearing the distant conversation of guests outside the main entrance, then glanced back at Hodil’s prone body. If he turned around and exited into the street, the worst thing that would happen would be Hodil’s headache.

If he continued into the mansion, he needed to return to the guardhouse before Odare returned and before Hodil woke to be able to escape. Flechir had mentioned that Lukin could lose his hand for stealing a ring. If Lukin was caught robbing Lord Jearg’s mansion, then it would be many, many—he didn’t know math well enough to put an exact number to it—many times worse.

On the counter side, when an adventurer was faced with a sensible option, he should seek out and implement a more ludicrous one. Or that’s how Lukin assumed it should work. Therefore, he padded across the wet grass to the nearest tree and paused to study the giant silhouette of the mansion, with its tall, fat central structure and two long, thick wings sweeping away to either side. After a quick think, he figured out that the west wing was on the far side. That was probably something that should have been considered in advance, but he couldn’t beat himself up over it—Lukin had always been more blessed with quick thinking than with advanced thinking. He had to work with what he had.

To get to the west wing while avoiding the guests still arriving at the main entrance, he needed to go around the back. He started toward a tree farther along then stopped himself, wondering why he was skulking through the trees when he was dressed as a guard.

He cut across the lawn to the nearest path. Casual, he told himself. You have every right to be here. In fact, you are paid to be here. He got into the mindset. The gravel crunched beneath his feet, and he breathed in the night air, enjoying the smell of wet grass and spring flowers. He did sometimes miss the countryside, and only the really rich got to bring the best of the countryside with them when they lived in the city. With the new mindset, he didn’t mind when a crescent of moon slunk out from behind a cloud, spilling ghostly white light across the garden. He whistled a tune he’d heard a few nights back.

Idiot. He jammed his mouth shut. Not that casual.

He rounded the side of the mansion without running into anyone. Sentries patrolled the outer walls and shouted out to each other periodically.

“Password.”

Lukin gave a start and swiveled to his left, where a cleric was approaching. Where had he appeared out of? “Orange grass,” Lukin replied. He’d picked it up from Odare’s thoughts earlier in the day.

The redbird came to a stop. He wore a sparrow crest, a rank above an everyday robin-crest cleric. He wore the breastplate and scarlet cloak but no helm. “What’s your name?”

“Lu-Lucene.” Lukin silently cursed himself. What kind of idiot master thief almost gives up his real name? And then proceeds to give a girl’s name. Was Lucene the name of a barmaid from the other night?

“How come I don’t recognize you?”

Lukin remembered her. The one with blond pigtails. She hadn’t been the best looker, but the way her hips moved had—

“Guard!”

“Yes? Oh, why you don’t know me? I’ll also explain why this damn uniform doesn’t fit.” Lukin started to improvise. “They are short staffed for this”—he waved his hand—“I don’t know what it is, a party of some kind, and they called in the gardening staff. They’ve some gardeners serving drinks. I hope the guests like those fancy drinks with flowers in them, eh.” Lukin waited for a smile that never came. “Anyway, I was told to wash and given this uniform. I don’t think my wife would recognize me right now all cleaned up and buttoned up to my neck like a heron.”

“Aren’t you a bit young to be a husband?”

The words continued in a torrent as a fast-talking, dim-witted gardener channeled himself through Lukin. “My father-in-law too thought me young but was willing to shave the hairs off my throat if I didn’t make an honest wife of his pregnant daughter, and that was before I even had any fuzz on my chin, if you know what I mean.”

“You talk too much.”

Lukin was thinking the same thing, but the words kept coming. “That’s what my mum said, Mezziall rest her soul. But—”

“There’ll be no talk of Mezziall here. Zubrios lives in this very city, and still you want to pray to someone dead thousands of years.” He scowled. “Who are you reporting to?”

“The guy, um...” Lukin didn’t know what to say. The redbird had expected to recognize all the guards, so he surely knew that Odare and Hodil were not people that others reported to.

A thought from the redbird saved him. What idiot decided to use gardeners as guards? Deregil, maybe.

“Deregil,” Lukin said, not fully hiding his relief. “I was told to report to Deregil.”

“Get on with it, then. And make sure that you go back to being a gardener when this is over. It’s not just the uniform that doesn’t fit you.”

“Don’t you worry about that. I’m already looking forward to getting back to my rhododendrons. Don’t know how anyone stands around all day in uniforms that itch like this. Why, if I have to...” Lukin voice’s trailed to a stop as the redbird left at a fast pace.

He’s practically running. Enemy routed. He smiled and continued around the back of the main section of the mansion to the west wing, following the path to the nearest door. Elation cushioned his steps. He’d been magnificent when faced with possible discovery, deceiving the redbird as though he’d been born to it—an adventurer and master thief rolled into one.

If Flechir could have seen him then—Lukin’s grin dimmed. Flechir still wouldn’t have been impressed since he didn’t think thieving was... What does an ancient swordsman know about respectable professions, anyway?

Lukin turned the handle of the door—if anyone asked, Deregil wanted him to make sure none of the guests had wandered—and he pushed open the door. The corridor was dark and silent.

Good. He closed the door behind him. Even master adventurers needed luck now and again. He hurried through the darkness, wondering how much time he had until Odare returned or Hodil woke up. He hadn’t been thinking about that when strolling through the gardens whistling or when his mouth was running away from him with the sparrow-crest. Is timeliness an important quality for a master thief? If so, he was screwed. Coolness under pressure, yes. Waking early or being anywhere on time, no. Ability with women, a work in progress.

Lukin stumbled and fell, crashing against a wooden stand. What idiot left that thing there in the dark? He scrambled to his feet, managing to accidentally kick the stand once more. Once the racket died down, Lukin waited for a swarm of guards to descend on him. No one came, though. Most everyone had to be at the party in the central part of the mansion. His idea to perform the robbery while the residents were otherwise engaged was genius.

Lukin continued forward cautiously. When he came upon a narrow staircase, he ascended. He needed to gain altitude since the goblet resided on the fourth floor. The door at the top of the staircase led out to a wide, well-lit, but empty hallway. It was long, too, and Lukin had no idea which direction to go, so he chose randomly. Although he had a story ready should someone come upon him, he couldn’t help checking nervously over his shoulder. The carpet was dark gray, with a thick weave that deadened his footsteps. The walls were painted white, with closed wooden doors spaced out at regular intervals.

The corridor opened out onto a landing, and that opened out into a massive space, a wide circular hallway with staircases spiraling up either side. Lukin spun around, looking upward, his mouth open. He had never seen the like. A triple-tiered chandelier hung from the roof, one layer of crystal candle holders at the second floor, a smaller layer at the third floor and more candles at the fourth level. Over a hundred lit candles flickered in the second-floor tier, with progressively fewer on the upper-tier chandeliers.

Stop gaping like a country bumpkin, Lukin warned himself, hurrying up a staircase. With each floor’s landing looking onto a common hallway, he was visible from many directions. However, no one else was around yet.

The staircase was as wide as an average street in Soirbuz and covered with a colorful patterned carpet. Along the walls, giant tapestries and paintings told the story of various battles, the grand figure of the Lord Protector, Zubrios himself, looming over each battle. They all showed Zubrios as an old man with a trimmed white beard, though Lukin imagined Zubrios must have been younger for some of the battles.

Lukin had seen the Lord Protector once, looking as he did in the paintings. He had been parading through Soirbuz, surrounded by eagle-crested redbirds with scarlet cloaks and acclaimed by cheering crowds.

Before Lukin had ascended the final few steps, he saw the silver goblet Guerin wanted. It stood upon an ornate wooden table, flanked on either side by cabinets filled with silver cutlery. It was bigger than he expected, with a wide brim, more of a chalice than a goblet. In its center, a red crystal sparkled. Lukin picked it up and turned it away from the light and watched the color of the gemstone change from red to blue.

As expected, it was the magic-storing gemstone that Guerin wanted. He’d revealed he was having it stolen for the Armentell Order, which made sense. What didn’t make sense was that Guerin’s thoughts had revealed he didn’t care whether Lukin succeeded or failed.

I’ll worry about that later. First, he had to figure out how to escape. The guard’s uniform wouldn’t help him if he was seen carrying the goblet. Lukin unbuttoned his uniform, stuffed the goblet down his front, and buttoned it up again. Nothing suspicious about a pregnant gardener-slash-guard named Lucene.

Lukin descended two flights of stairs, not slowing to look around. Just as he reached the second floor, he heard footsteps approaching. He rushed back down the corridor that had brought him to the staircases. The rhythm of the footsteps didn’t change, so he didn’t think he’d been seen. Unfortunately, the footsteps were headed toward the corridor Lukin had just taken, and he couldn’t reach the servants’ staircase in time.

He tried the handle of the first door. Locked. He hurried on. Second locked, third locked, fourth door locked. The footsteps grew louder. Lukin wouldn’t have time to try many more, and he hadn’t fully fleshed out his pregnant-Lucene story. Fifth door opened!

Lukin stepped in, swiveled around and closed the door, leaning his head against it in relief. The footsteps faded due to the thickly woven gray carpet. A few moments later, Lukin heard the swish of clothes as a person passed by outside in the corridor. He sighed. Close one.

“Who are you?” a woman’s voice came from behind him.

Shit, shit, shit. With the whole wing deserted, he’d never considered that the room wouldn’t be empty. He put his hand on his belly and squirmed around, managing to keep the goblet between him and the door so that when he had fully turned, his pregnancy was at his back.

The woman knelt on her bed, studying him with an intense expression.

“I’m sorry to disturb you, my lady. I was looking for Deregil, and I got lost.” Even as he said it, he cursed himself for such an obvious lie. He would hardly be checking the guest bedrooms for his boss.

The woman raised her eyebrow, obviously considering the lie unworthy of a response.

“I’m sorry, my lady. That was a lie. I’m not sure what to tell you.”

“How about the truth? My lungs are quite strong, so I advise you not to get any closer or tell any more lies.”

Not just her lungs were impressive. A thin white nightgown clung to her body, revealing deep, plunging cleavage. Despite her calm demeanor, she breathed heavily, the upper slopes of her breasts rising and falling. A single lit candle stood on the far nightstand, lighting her beautiful profile, above which her blond hair was tied up. To damnation with paintings and chandeliers—she was the most beautiful sight Lukin had ever seen.

She tilted her chin upward, and Lukin realized he had been staring, and he flushed.

“The truth,” she repeated.

The truth wasn’t much of an option. He needed better lies. “I cannot tell you the truth. But you must suspect why I am here. Otherwise, you would have called out already.”

I thought Father had sent him to bring me back to my engagement ball, came her thought. He’s surely far too pretty to be a ruffian. Not to mention too young. “This is the most interesting thing that has happened to me since I arrived in this provincial palace,” she said. “I’m just delaying your capture for my own amusement.”

Lukin flushed. She thought he was pretty. “My life is in your hands, of course, my lady. But I call one close to you master.” Who could call this mansion provincial?

Her eyes narrowed. “Who?”

“Your father.”

“Huh.” She didn’t believe him. Not yet.

“You and your father will likely be leaving soon after what happened at the ball tonight.” She had thought about being brought back to the ball, so it seemed likely she’d fled from some sort of incident. “Your father thought to sow a little chaos before leaving.” Lukin reached behind his back and under his uniform and pulled out the goblet. “Your father thought to make use of the empty corridors to steal this.” He wasn’t exactly sure where his story was taking him, and every moment that passed brought Hodil and Odare sounding the alarm closer—if they hadn’t already—but in a twisted way, Lukin was enjoying himself.

At the sight of the goblet, the young woman stretched forward into an upright kneeling position, revealing even more cleavage. Yes, in a twisted way, I am definitely enjoying myself.

“Lord Jearg showed the Eorne Goblet to me personally. He won’t be happy to find it gone.”

The goblet had a name. Another thing Guerin forgot to mention. “You are surely aware that others would also desire it. I took refuge in this room, not realizing it to be yours.” Lukin bowed his head toward her. “My life is in your hands. If you decide I deserve to be captured for my clumsiness, shout for the guards. I won’t run or reveal my true master.”

“Perhaps you don’t deserve capture for your clumsiness. On the other hand, for discovering me half clothed...”

“I don’t mind risking my life if the reward is worth it.” Lukin’s gaze traveled up and down the woman’s body. A distant part of him wanted to throttle himself. She was a noble girl, not a tavern wench. But like when he had been Lucene the gardener-slash-guard, he was fully in his role and didn’t know what he was going to say or do before it happened.

“So bold.” She smiled, long and languid, giving Lukin a look that made his toes tingle. I might as well play the seductress, she thought. “My husband-to-be would have your head if he knew we were having this conversation. And my father, your master, would be none too happy to know about it.”

“I’m more interested in whether you are happy about this encounter than either of those two.”

The woman’s smile deepened. “Upsetting two of the most powerful men in Mageles doesn’t faze you?”

Lukin smiled back even as something inside him screamed for him to get away as quickly as possible. Her engagement was possibly to Lord Jearg himself. And her father was as powerful as him. This is bad. “If you’ll allow me, I must leave before the ball ends.” No doubt Odare and Hodil were already spreading the alarm while Lukin dallied, flirting like a crazed moth before a flame.

“Will I see you again?” the woman asked.

“Not in the immediate future. My task won’t allow it,” Lukin said. “But I will ensure that it happens. Now that I’ve met you, how can I not?”

“You overreach yourself further with each remark. I’m not sure if it’s boldness or foolishness.”

Lukin touched his lips to his fingers and presented his open hand to her like a gift. “If you find me bold, then I am so. Otherwise, I am foolish. Either way, I would not change my actions this day. The safe middle course has never been for me.” Lukin reached for the handle, turned the knob, and smoothly opened the door. “If you’ll excuse me, my lady. Until we meet again.” He left.

He continued down the corridor toward the servants’ staircase. His knees wanted to buckle. The corridor was empty, which was just as well because he was barely paying attention—his wits were fried or maybe scrambled. What has just happened?

He managed to descend the dark staircase without falling and exited the mansion. When he got outside, noise washed over him, snapping him from his lethargy. He must have gone the wrong way in the dark corridor because he had exited the front of the west wing, near the main entrance. Several carriages were lined up, ready for use. Groups of finely dressed noblemen and -women chatted gaily, several people not too far away from where Lukin had emerged.

Lukin realized he was holding the goblet in front of him, and he snapped it down to his side. What to do? After all that time, he couldn’t imagine any way he could leave through Hodil and Odare’s guardhouse. What other choices are there? Someone was bound to notice him within moments if he didn’t do something quickly.

He shifted the goblet across to his left, away from the noblemen and -women, and swiftly walked toward the lead carriage, trying to hide the goblet against the silhouette of his side. In his favor, it was still dark, and rich people didn’t tend to notice servants. Against, dozens of people stood within fifty yards of him, including many servants and even a few guards.

He got to the lead carriage without anyone shouting out. He spotted a gap underneath the driver’s seat and he fit the goblet there. Stealing a carriage and trying to just drive it out seemed, even to him, a ridiculous plan. But he was a quick thinker, not necessarily a good thinker, and time wasn’t on his side.

He lifted his leg onto the lower rung and was about to vault up when the carriage driver appeared on the other side. Lukin let his leg slip off. The carriage driver climbed up. “What are you doing there?”

“Guarding.”

“Guarding what?”

“Just guarding.”

“Well, do it somewhere else. You are spooking the horses.”

Lukin stepped back, raising his hands in front of him. Beneath the driver’s seat, the silver of the goblet glinted. What now?

A nobleman and a noblewoman climbed into the carriage. The driver waited until all doors were closed then flicked his reins, and the two horses trotted toward the front gates. What now, what now? Lukin couldn’t let the carriage get away and lose the Eorne Goblet.

He followed in a staggering walk, half thinking of breaking into a run to keep up, half thinking of giving up the chase. What if those nobles live outside Soirbuz? Even if they were in the city, he wouldn’t be able to keep up with it on foot without being spotted. The carriage exited through the main gate.

Making a decision, Lukin broke into a sprint, waving his hands and shouting at the carriage to stop. All the nobles back at the main entrance were undoubtedly staring at him. I’m doing it wrong. Master thieves were supposed to enter and leave without anyone knowing.

Lukin sprinted past the guards at the gate. “What’s going on?” one shouted.

Lukin pointed at the departing carriage and shouted some unintelligible words. The important thing was to keep everyone confused.

Those in the carriage had become aware they were being hailed, and the driver pulled back on the reins. Lukin was panting when he caught up with them. Back at the main guardhouse, he could see the other guards were uncertain about whether to join his pursuit or not. Stay back, Lukin mentally willed them.

“What’s going on?” the nobleman stuck his head out the window.

“Lord Jearg has ordered this carriage detained.”

“Why ever would he do such a thing? I was just talking to him.”

“Your man here,” Lukin nodded at the driver, “is a thief.”

“Nonsense,” the nobleman said, with an uncertain glance at the shocked-looking driver.

“In that case, how do you explain this?” Lukin reached under the driver’s seat and pulled out the goblet.

“I knew nothing of that,” the nobleman said.

Lukin glanced back—the guards from the entrance gates had made up their minds and were rapidly approaching. “What’s that over there?” Lukin pointed down a darkened side street. “That’s the thief’s accomplice escaping. I must catch him before it’s too late.”

Lukin sprinted down the side street. He heard no chasing footsteps, but he kept running until he was thousands of paces distant from Lord Jearg’s mansion.

Then he came to a sweaty stop. He bent over to suck in deep breaths, his head almost between his knees. When he had sufficiently recovered, he raised the goblet before him and kissed the red crystal, grinning wildly.

Master-thief status: obtained.

Chapter 9
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I am brave. I will be brave. I have to be brave. Suma pressed her hand against the wood of the door that led out to the yard as doubts flooded over her.

She wore clothes she’d taken from Arron’s room. They smelled horribly masculine. And that they fit reasonably well didn’t mean Lord Fat Toad was right about her having a boyish figure. She’d constantly worn similar clothes until a few years back, when she’d outgrown her inner tomboy. That wasn’t a big deal.

I just need to earn Father’s respect. How hard can that be? She remembered his cold green eyes and the way his fingers closed around her upper arm. It was a misunderstanding—he saw her as a useless girl. She had to make him realize he was wrong about her.

She remembered a line from one of her books. Sometimes a single step changes your life forever. And sometimes it’s just a step. She pushed open the door, stepped out, and kept walking.

The sun was bright, flashing against the armor and weapons in the training paddock. The gap in the hedge in the duchess’s garden caused Suma a tinge of guilt. Mother had been furious—she had raged against Arron and Balti before accepting they hadn’t been involved. With no reason for suspicion to fall on her, no one had thought to accuse Suma.

That might change after what she was about to do. She carried the axe in her right hand, cloth wrapped around the handle. She had tried some small experiments with it and found she only gained strength when she touched it directly. She had told the weaponsmaster that the axe was to be padded so Arron could train with it, and luckily, he had never asked why the duke’s daughter would be bringing him such a request. She had watched carefully as he’d worked, and if the weaponsmaster had noticed anything strange about the axe, he hadn’t said anything.

The tumult of clashing weapons rose through the air as various pairs fought in the training paddock. The sounds of warring blades mixed with the ringing of the blacksmith’s hammer and the grinding of the carpenter’s saw—many of the castle’s tradesman workshops sat on the edge of the main yard of the castle.

As Suma approached the paddock, the noise faded. The entrance she’d hoped to have in the great hall, when she’d been all made up and looking lovely, she instead had dressed in Arron’s smelly castoffs. Perfect.

By the time she reached the actual fence of the paddock, the only two people who hadn’t stopped what they were doing to stare at her were Arron and Balti, who continued to hack at each other with effortful but ineffectual blows. I don’t look like a fool. Suma wished she hadn’t come. Sometimes a step is better left untaken.

“Stop,” the Duke shouted.

The two boys stopped fighting each other. Seeing Suma, Balti pointed then started laughing.

“Silence,” the Duke said.

Suma wondered if everyone else would be laughing and pointing if they didn’t fear the Duke’s reaction.

“Return to your quarters,” the Duke told Suma.

She felt herself bending to his will. Her legs twitched, wanting to turn and flee. I am brave. She resisted the compelling power of his eyes.

“I’ve come to fight.” She truly would look like an idiot if she left then. She would never be able to live it down. Perhaps that was true, whatever happened. What was I thinking? She wouldn’t be able to sit down with the girls for cakes or embroidery without them sniggering at her ever again. She had given up her tomboy ways for good reason.

“I said return to your quarters.”

She avoided the Duke’s stare, not wanting to feel the force of it again. Instead, she ducked through the fence and into the paddock, letting the wrapping fall from the axe’s handle. “I’ll take both of you together,” she told Arron and Balti. “Unless you are afraid of losing to a girl.” The last was meant more for her father than for her brothers.

“Where did you get that axe?” Balti asked.

“It’s yours if you beat me,” she said then wished she hadn’t. The axe gave her strength, but it didn’t mean she would definitely win. The boys had trained at fighting much more than her. Rather: The boys had trained at fighting.

“The axe is mine as the eldest,” Arron said as he glanced over Suma’s head. Checking for approval from his father. Then he grinned and raised his wooden sword. Approval granted.

“Whichever of us disarms her gets the axe.” Balti extended his training sword.

Suma swung the axe, keeping the boys from getting too close. An oppressive silence hung in the air. Someone should shout or cheer or... something. Even the tradesmen had stopped their work to watch. The axe, light in her hands, sliced the air in front of her with speed and grace. The boys retreated, surprised and wary.

Suma realized she had two problems. She had to beat her brothers, showing what she was capable of, but she had to do it without striking them directly. She had seen what the axe could do. Even with its padding, it could hurt the boys badly. Why didn’t I think this through? She had to make sure to hit only their shields or swords.

The boys separated and came at her from either side. Her eyes shifted back and forth between them. She needed to take them one at a time. She charged Balti, swinging wildly. He retreated rapidly. Suma turned just in time to prevent Arron attacking her from behind. This put both boys in front of her, but they immediately began to separate again.

Suma circled to keep them in front of her, surprised at their discipline and restraint. “You seem awfully scared of your sister. I thought you wanted the axe.” Surely, she could goad a ten-year-old into a rash attack. “Is little Baba scared?” Baba was Balti’s toddler name.

“Don’t call me that.” Balti charged, swinging hard. He missed, and Suma struck his shield. She didn’t even hit that hard, but he went flying through the air, crashing into the dirt a full five paces away.

Suma swiveled to face Arron. He had been trying to get to her blind side but backed away, glancing in confusion toward where Balti had fallen in a heap. Suma ran at him, swinging. Time to end it. Realizing the fence wasn’t too far behind him, Arron shifted to his left, and Suma moved to intercept. She swung hard at him then realized with horror that she was aiming at his sword side, not his shield side.

To her relief, Arron managed to get his shield across in time to block. Arron’s shield split in two with a crack like that of a lightning strike. The boy jerked backward, crashing into the fence behind him. Suma dropped the axe and raced to his side. She rolled him onto his back and was delighted when he groaned and squirmed away from her touch.

“I’m sorry, Arron,” she said. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

A single person clapped, and Suma twisted around to see that Lucii had arrived and was applauding.

“Impressive, little sister.” As usual, he was half joking and half serious.

Beside him, the Duke was very serious, and the others watching took their cue from him.

“Don’t worry about Arron and little Baba,” Lucii said. “The blow to their pride is worse than their injuries.”

It was true. Balti had already gotten to his feet and retrieved his sword, and Arron was sitting up, holding his head.

The Duke turned to his oldest son. “Make this right.”

“With pleasure.” Lucii climbed the fence and jumped into the paddock.

Suma retrieved her axe. “I don’t want to fight Lucii.” She had proved her point.

Lucii bent to pick up Arron’s training sword.

“You have a sword at your belt,” the Duke told him.

Lucii made a face, but he straightened without picking up the wooden sword and instead drew the one at his side. It gleamed as it caught the light. Suma backed away. The edge looked awfully sharp.

Suma shivered. She hadn’t noticed the cold before, but she did then. Why does nothing go the way I want? Lucii didn’t carry a shield. How could she even strike at him after what she had done to Arron?

When they were close to the center of the paddock, Lucii leaned forward and whispered to her, “Quite the pickle you’ve gotten yourself into.”

She nodded glumly.

“You’re back to your old self again." He winked. “Don’t worry, I’ve gotten you out of scrapes before.”

Lucii’s sword flashed out, and Suma stepped to her left. Lucii circled, his sword darting out again and again. Suma twisted around to keep him in front of her, making tentative swipes back, but he never got within range, dancing back and circling to the right, and Suma had to turn rapidly to keep her brother in front of her. His sword snaked in and out, never getting too close but keeping Suma off balance.

Lucii started to wobble—no, it was she who was unsteady. Lucii’s sword wavered back and forth, and Suma tried to twist away, then Lucii was spinning, and the paddock fence and the castle walls behind him also spun. Suma staggered and fell. The axe was levered from her hand, and Lucii knelt down beside her. “You always did get dizzy awfully easy.”

Suma spat out a mouthful of dirt. “Fiend,” she said. “Using that against me.”

He smiled, sheathed his sword, and held out to hand to help her up. “I’m devious like that.” He offered her the axe. “Yours, I believe.”

“Bring that to me,” the Duke’s voice cut across them.

Lucii raised his eyebrows and leaned in close. “Now we are both in trouble.” He carried the axe across to his father. Suma followed behind, finally feeling good about what had happened.

The Duke stood up on the lower rung on the fence and looked around. “As for the rest of you, what are you all doing gawking? You, Boris—he pointed out one of the soldiers who had retreated to the edge of the paddock to watch—“you still carry your sword too low. You should be working on that. And Feris”—he turned toward the blacksmith—“the next time an assignment of swords is delayed, I’ll know it’s because you stop working at every distraction.”

In a rush of movement and noise, everyone resumed their duties. The Duke threw his leg over the fence and jumped into the paddock. “Is that what you call making it right?” he asked Lucii.

Lucii shrugged. “The girl was easily defeated, and no one was hurt.”

The Duke took the axe from Lucii and ripped the padding off it. He examined it for a moment then told Lucii to fetch a shield. Lucii went for Arron’s then, realizing it was broken, went to fetch Balti’s. The two younger boys stood off to one side, watching.

“Brace yourself,” the Duke told Lucii when he returned.

Lucii glanced over at Arron’s broken shield, a wince passing across his face, but he didn’t protest as he held out the shield.

The Duke raised the axe high and struck down forcefully at the shield. Suma sucked in a breath, leaning back. The axe blade struck the shield solidly, denting it and knocking Lucii back a pace, but the blow contained none of the explosion that Suma’s strikes had.

“Give the girl your sword,” the Duke ordered.

Suma took the sword from her brother. It hadn’t looked big in Lucii’s possession, but Suma needed to use both hands to hold it up, and even then, the tip kept wavering.

He turned his gaze on her. “Strike the shield with the sword.”

You wanted his attention, she told herself. That gaze was not the type of attention anyone wanted, though. She pulled back the sword, ready to strike.

“Make sure to hit the wooden part, not the part with legs and other appendages I’m fond off.” Lucii looked more worried than he had when his father had struck at him with the magical axe.

Suma hit the shield squarely, though without any force. She frowned. “I can hit it harder than that.”

“I’ve seen enough.” The Duke climbed back over the fence.

“Give me that back while I still have all my toes.” Lucii snatched his sword from Suma.

“Father, that’s mine,” Suma called, watching the Duke carry off her axe.

Suma’s heart was in her mouth as he half turned and said, “You and everything you own is mine until I marry you off.”

That was true. “Nevertheless, that weapon is mine,” she said.

He ignored her. The axe had been her only chance of salvation against the horror of marrying Lord Fat Toad. And as the Duke carried it into the main keep, Suma wondered if she would ever see it again.

Chapter 10
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Mortlebee stayed on the ground, keeping his eyes glued shut long after consciousness returned. Getting up would mean having to deal with what had happened. Time passed, and the cold soaked up from the ground, through his skin, and into his bones. He stood. Keeping his eyes shut hadn’t stopped the memories of what he had done from searing his mind.

The sun sank into the western sky, and the long shadows of the lower hills striped the upper slopes. The bow lay in the dirt like a brown snake—only more poisonous. He would have liked to leave it behind, but he had to show it to Father. His story was already unbelievable enough. The thought of confiding in Father made him feel even more wretched, but that was an imperative first step. His heart was no longer just impure. It was blackened, perhaps beyond saving. Father would know what had to be done.

Mortlebee started back toward Bluegrass, slowly at first, then speeding once his arms and legs warmed up. His quick stride and pumping blood could do nothing about the coldness at his core. He didn’t know what had caused him to collapse, and he didn’t even care. He just wanted to get back so he could unburden his soul.

By the time he reached Bluegrass, the first of the hearth fires were being lit as farmers and shepherds returned from the slopes. Mortlebee went straight to the door of his house then stopped outside, unable to go farther.

Father came out, saving him from having to take the final few steps. “Where have you been all day? There was work to be done.”

Whatever strength had been holding Mortlebee upright disappeared at the sight of Father, and he crumpled, wrapping his arms around Father’s back and bleeding tears against Father’s chest. Between sobs, everything came out. Mortlebee wasn’t sure how coherent the story was or how many of his half-sobbing words were comprehensible.

Father understood enough to not need to ask questions. He gripped Mortlebee’s shoulders and forced him to stand upright. “It’ll be okay.”

“It will?” Mortlebee couldn’t look into Father’s face.

“Crying never solved anything.” Father brushed the tears from Mortlebee’s cheeks. “Calm yourself. I’ll be back in a few moments.”

Father disappeared back into the house. Mortlebee rubbed at his face. He became aware of those casting strange glances at him, but he didn’t meet anyone’s gaze.

Father wasn’t the hugging type—he left physical affection to Mother—so Mortlebee could never have imagined the encounter going the way it had. Father’s calmness gave him strength. He was still lost, forsaken, cursed, but perhaps not irredeemable.

The door opened, and Father closed it behind him before Mortlebee could see inside. A bag was slung across Father’s back.

“What’s that for?” Mortlebee peeked at Father’s face, seeing deep sadness but resolute strength.

“What I need to teach you.”

Mortlebee leaned the bow against the wall of the house, glad to finally be rid of it.

“No, bring that.” Father started down the trail to Eagleview. Mortlebee reluctantly grabbed the bow again and returned to using it as a walking stick, hurrying down the trail. Father didn’t slow, continuing at a pace that left Mortlebee struggling to catch up. Mortlebee was glad, though, that the initial teaching would take place away from the eyes of the village. He wouldn’t be able to look anyone in the eye for a long time.

The night descended quickly, the cold biting at Mortlebee’s exposed skin, his exertion keeping the chill from sinking deeper. The darkness made the footing on the path treacherous, but Father didn’t slow, so Mortlebee didn’t either. He skidded several times on loose stones but never fell. Mortlebee tried to use the silence between them to reflect on his sins—Father’s teaching would surely involve plenty of reflection—but every time he peered into his memory, the horror of what he’d done rose up in his mind like a beast with monstrous, giant wings of shadow, and he shied away.

At a fork in the trail, Father stopped. Dread clenched at Mortlebee’s guts as he slowed, glad the darkness hid both their features. What punishment awaits me? Father took the bag off his back and strapped it around Mortlebee’s shoulders.

“What’s going on?” Mortlebee asked.

“You know the parable of the penitent man?”

“Of course.” That part of the scrolls held hope for Mortlebee. The penitent man had committed violence, turning away from the teachings of Kale. But after several years away from the community, the penitent man had seen the error of his ways, returned, and been welcomed back.

“I say that because I never want you to give up hope.”

“What do you mean?”

“The most important thing to realize is that he was forgiven. You must also remember that it took him several years before he was welcomed back.”

“Several years. Are you saying it’ll be that long before my heart will be pure again?”

“At least.”

“Father, I promise I will do it sooner. I’ll spend all night naked in the cold if I have to. Whatever has to be done.”

“I expect no less.” Father tightened the straps of the bag on Mortlebee’s back then stepped back. “Your path lies that way.” He gestured at the leftmost trail—not the one that led to Eagleview—the one that led down the mountains.

“No.” Mortlebee realized what was happening. “No.”

“There is some food and water in the bag, a spare cloak and sleeping rolls. You’d best walk all of the night, but by tomorrow night, you’ll be at a low enough altitude to sleep outside without fear of dying of exposure.”

Mortlebee grabbed Father’s arm. “You can’t do this. I made a horrible mistake, I admit it. But I need guidance, teaching. I need to be brought back into the fold. Not this.”

“It’s the only way. You are too far gone. You’ll only corrupt others.”

“You can’t. I am your son.”

“Then you know how difficult this is for me.” Mortlebee remembered Father’s expression back at the house, the deep sadness and resolute strength in it. Those exact same emotions were also expressed by the tone of his voice.

“If it has to happen, let me say goodbye first. To Mother and Kataya and Hessina and Dell.” Mortlebee started back up the trail, but Father blocked his way. Mortlebee shoved—surprised at his boldness at laying his hands on his father—but Father held steady.

“You may be able to move me aside,” Father said, “but I’ll get up and stand in your way again. You can shove me aside one hundred times and get back to the village. Then the rest of the elders will stand in your way.”

“You’ll stand in the way of my saying goodbye to my family but not stand up to the man starving your family,” Mortlebee said, anger sparking him to listen to the little voice that had gotten him into trouble in the first place.

“Everything I do is for the good of all of us in Bluegrass. All of us in Tockery. Not just one person. You are too young to understand.”

“And my heart too impure?”

“I’m afraid so. Nothing would make me happier than welcoming you back to our village, but our teachings have not worked for you. You must find your own journey then return with a pure heart. Remember the parable.”

Mortlebee fell to his knees, the temporary flare of anger fading. He had brought it all on himself. He had killed the priest. “I’m sorry.”

“I’m sorry I wasn’t a better teacher,” Father said.

Mortlebee sucked in deep breaths, each one filling his lungs with a shock of air almost too cold to bear. While they had been stopped, the cold had gotten inside him. However, the icicle that sank to the pit of his stomach had nothing to do with the night air.

“Tell them I love them.” Mortlebee struggled to his feet then started down the leftmost fork. Almost at once, he slipped and fell. His hip hit a stone, and he rolled. He didn’t cry out but got back to his feet and used the bow to stab at the ground in front of his feet as he descended. With every stab, he willed the bow to break into splinters.

When he reached the first turning, he paused and listened for the sound of footsteps as Father returned to Bluegrass.

All he heard was weeping.

Chapter 11
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The sun disappeared over the horizon, and the shadows of twilight flowed up the walls and across the rooftops, chasing the day’s light away while being pursued by night’s darkness.

The disquiet inside Lukin was alien to him. He would have expected the elation of the heist on Lord Jearg’s mansion to still be with him, even two days later. But too much was happening that he didn’t understand.

Luckily, he knew the cure for worry. Bold action. He wouldn’t let the cluster of threatening-looking men gathered at the entrance to Pormustin’s manor deflect him.

He adjusted the satchel under his cloak, shifting it toward his back so it wasn’t obvious, and walked up to the gateway. A merchant in a house that size should have maybe one guard at most.

Closer, the flare of the torchlight revealed that they weren’t guards. Rather, they were redbirds. That answered one question and presented a stranger one. What are a dozen redbirds doing outside a merchant’s manor?

“I’m here to see Pormustin,” Lukin said as soon as he was close enough to be heard.

The redbird whom he had addressed moved aside, and another came forward to confront Lukin. The redbirds wore both breastplates and helms. Are they expecting an army to arrive in the middle of the night and attack the manor? The redbird confronting him was a raven-crest, too high a rank to be doing guard duty.

“He’s not expecting you,” the raven-crest said.

“He’ll want to see me.”

“No.” Ull Rohaim doesn’t want to be disturbed under any circumstances, the raven-crest thought.

The ull honorific meant eagle-crest. How many of Zubrios’s top clerics are hiding in that one small manor?

“I have something he wants.” Guerin had indicated that Pormustin was selling to the Order. Yet the clerics are swarming all over the place? The Armentell Order and the Lord Protector were sworn enemies. Nothing was making sense.

“I’ll give it to him.” The raven-crest held out his hand.

“No. I think you’ll find—”

“I think you’ll find your blood all over the street if you don’t leave.” The raven-crest drew his sword and pointed it at Lukin’s throat. “Leave me whatever you have for Pormustin.”

“I don’t have it with me.” Lukin backed away. “Sorry for disturbing you.”

“So you don’t have anything important? That’s what I thought.”

As soon as he was out of sight of the raven-crest, a man as quick to draw his sword as Flechir, Lukin paused to consider. Something was going on, and he was going to find out what. Getting refused entry through the front was only a minor hiccup to a bona-fide master thief such as himself. After a successful venture against Lord Jearg’s mansion, a little manor—even if it hid more clerics than a scarlet temple—wasn’t going to stand in his way.

Unfortunately, both manors on either side of Pormustin’s showed no obvious way of getting in without being spotted by the redbirds. Thus, Lukin began to meander through the maze of cobbled streets of the merchant’s quarter, hoping to circle around to a back or side entrance.

Despite the darkness and the way the streets in that part of Soirbuz swerved back on top of each other, Lukin had no trouble keeping track of where he was in relation to the manor. That was due to the compass in his head—rather, the four compasses.

Together, they were one of the many things Lukin didn’t understand about recent events. They had to be related to his ring in some way, though they didn’t disappear when he removed the ring for a few moments. One pointed north just like a hand compass did, or almost north. Instead of a needle, his compass was like a mental thread in his mind, a sensation pulling north.

If it had been one compass, he would have accepted it as just another gift from the magical ring and not thought too much about it. However, he had a second mental thread pulling east, another pulling southeast, and the final one pulling southwest. Why am I being tugged in four directions?

Another matter that had him confused was that word of his heist hadn’t spread. Dozens of people must have seen him run after that carriage, and the carriage driver and nobleman had both seen him run off with the goblet. In the taverns the past two nights, Lukin had been expecting to savor being the only one to know the true thief as the tale of the daring robbery was told. However, the only thing he got to savor was the next morning’s hangover.

Not many others wandered the cobblestone streets that night, and those who did gave each other a wide berth. Not many taverns or other venues of the night resided in the merchant’s quarter. A cheeky kid made a face at Lukin through a window—Lukin stuck out his tongue at him—and a dog sniffed near Lukin’s feet then went off looking for someone better smelling.

After several dead ends, Lukin eventually found an alley that curved near the back of Pormustin’s manor. He crept onto the grounds of an ugly-shaped house—Lukin could only see the silhouette, but a tall, skinny chimney in the middle of a blocky roof was an affront to all sense of style. The residents were inside, and Lukin resisted the urge to knock and tell them about the roof, instead creeping around the side to their back fence.

He peered over the fence at the manor on the other side and nodded to himself. He was in the correct place. The master thief had done it again. He’d have to consider promoting himself if his successes continued, though he wasn’t sure what the rank above master thief was. With no street access, the redbirds hadn’t thought to guard the back, so Lukin hopped over the fence and edged toward the back of the house. One ground-floor window blazed with light. Lukin sank to his belly and snaked through the grass toward it. The satchel with the goblet got caught against the ground, and he adjusted it before continuing.

He wriggled himself into a bed of flowers then stopped. Inside the lit room, a single cleric sat on a comfortable armchair, a wooden puzzle box in his hand. The cleric wore no armor, though his scarlet cloak hung from his shoulders. He was in his forties with thick black hair, badly cut, and a thin mustache. Some people are born ugly, and some people make themselves ugly, Lukin thought. A fire blazed in the corner, and a large table took up most of the other side of the room, a vase of red and white flowers in its center.

Rather a boring scene to come all this way for. Wetness from the grass had soaked into Lukin’s clothing, chilling his skin. Surely, bold actions were rewarded with better than watching a forty-year-old fiddle with a wooden box, a serene expression on his face.

For a while, it seemed not. Then the door opened, and another scarlet-cloaked cleric entered.

“Ull Dreidnan,” the second cleric said.

Ull Dreidnan put his box to the side, rose, and bowed his head. “Ull Rohaim. Any news?”

From the way they greeted each other, Ull Rohaim was the superior, though both had earned the honorific ull. Lukin could see the golden crests on their breasts, though not well enough to make out the profile of an eagle’s head that signified an eagle-crest.

“Kreesta Lornall is on her way back to Yalsomme with her father.” Ull Rohaim was a tall man, of a similar age to Ull Dreidnan, and he stood with a straight spine, shoulders flared back. His nose and chin were long and would look overlarge on another man’s face but suited his thin one. His receding red hair only covered the area above his ears and the back of his head.

“Lord Jearg’s bride-to-be? Why?” Ull Dreidnan sank back into his armchair.

Lukin’s ears perked up. The woman he’d met in Jearg’s Mansion had a name. Kreesta. He licked his lips. Over the last few days, when he hadn’t been drinking, he’d been daydreaming about her.

“She received some insult to her person at the engagement ball.” Ull Rohaim shook his head. “She claims it was impossible to bear.”

“What was it?”

“Lord Jearg is likely to grope a female statue, so it could be anything. It’s just an excuse, though. Kreesta and Lord Lornall simply discovered that Jearg didn’t have the power they thought he did. I know the type. Kreesta Lornall would crawl naked through pig swill if it meant getting closer to the center of power.”

Lukin suspected he should jump to his feet and defend her honor. They had formed a special relationship that night, after all. But the image that Ull Rohaim dredged up of her crawling naked through... Lukin was a bad person, because that simply aroused him rather than making him want to defend her.

“What happens now? Jearg still wants to get married?” Ull Dreidnan asked.

“Can you believe that he asked for the next one to have even bigger tits? That Lornall woman threatened to topple forward every time she stood up.” Ull Rohaim grimaced. “Next time, we’ll make sure the marriage happens before either has a chance to change their mind.”

Ull Dreidnan picked up his puzzle box again, weighing it in his hand. “And the Eorne Goblet going missing? Was that related to Lornall ending the engagement?”

“It appears not. Should we have trusted the merchant to handle it?”

“Pormustin hasn’t let us down before.”

“A foolproof plan, he told us. Did he tell you the details?” Ull Rohaim went to the window and stared out, looking straight at the flowerbed where Lukin was hiding.

Lukin froze, but the cleric turned without noticing him.

“It did seem rather ingenious to me,” Ull Dreidnan said. “Lord Jearg wouldn’t just give it up to us. So Pormustin arranged for a thief but made him think the Order hired him. If the thief succeeded, then we take the goblet and kill him. If the thief was captured, then we’d persuade Jearg that the Order was after it and that he needed to give it to us for safekeeping.”

Ull Rohaim considered. “Overcomplicating matters, perhaps. What went wrong?”

“Still trying to figure that out. We’ve managed to keep quiet that it’s missing, and Pormustin is searching for a young thief who might have answers.”

Lukin’s hand drifted back to touch the goblet under his cloak. His spying was turning out to be worth the chill—he was getting the answers to the questions causing his disquiet. Unfortunately, the answers were causing his disquiet to turn to fear—or would have if he weren’t immune to such things as a fearless adventurer. They had intended to kill him after he gave up the goblet. And Pormustin was searching for him. It was just as well the raven-crest had turned him away at the entrance.

“I would like to get my hands on that crystal. Never held one that powerful before,” Ull Dreidnan said.

“It is needed at the tomb.” The words came from a third man, just entering.

Ull Dreidnan sprang to his feet, and both he and Ull Rohaim bowed low. Lukin would have fallen if he wasn’t already lying down, because standing not five paces away was Lord Protector Zubrios himself.

His face was worn, but he didn’t move like an old man. His silver-white hair flowed down to his shoulders. Streaks of black ran through his well-trimmed beard. He wore a long white jacket with gold clasps—simple and elegant—and black pants.

He circled Ull Rohaim and Ull Dreidnan, moving with a slow, commanding step.

Behind him, another cleric entered. He slouched against the wall, by the door.

“Lord Protector, I didn’t mean—” Ull Dreidnan started.

“Of course you didn’t,” Lord Zubrios said.

“And I will retrieve the—”

“Of course you will. I haven’t come about the crystal. There are more important matters.”

“There are?” Ull Rohaim asked. “Isn’t the crystal from the Eorne Goblet essential for your work at the tomb?”

Lord Zubrios stopped circling and faced his clerics. “The portal will be formed sooner or later. First, there are more immediate concerns. The spell has been cast.”

“The weapons-of-power spell?” Ull Dreidnan asked.

“Of course the weapons of power, fool,” said the cleric by the door. He was younger than the others, mid-thirties, with thick straw-blond hair as long as a woman’s. He’d never be mistaken for one, though, wide at the shoulders with big hands and masculine features. “What other spell would the Lord Protector be concerned about?”

“Peace, Ull Axilium,” Lord Zubrios said.

Ull Dreidnan glared at Ull Axilium such that the other cleric would have fallen over dead if looks could kill. And with all those magic users in one room, perhaps looks could kill.

Lukin didn’t know much about magic, and he just had to hope that the Lord Protector didn’t have an instantly-kill-all-eavesdropping-master-thieves spell up his sleeve. Lord Zubrios was the most powerful person to walk the ground of Mageles since Mezziall, and he was well on his way to controlling the whole continent and being proclaimed a god like his predecessor.

The fearless-adventurer immunity obviously didn’t apply to situations like the one in which Lukin found himself, and he would have run away screaming like a little girl if any part of his body were still under his control. Mental note to self: after regaining control of body, keep silent and hidden—no screaming.

“The wizards actually succeeded,” Ull Rohaim said. “I didn’t think them capable.”

“They surprised even themselves,” Lord Zubrios said. “However, it didn’t go as they expected. The wizards and the Order chose five warriors to bear the five weapons, but something went wrong. The weapons have been spread across the continent, and no one knows who has them.”

On Lukin’s left hand, his ring felt heavy. The gold soaked in the light coming from the manor rather than reflecting it. A ring couldn’t be a weapon, could it?

“They’ll be hard to find if no one knows where they are,” Ull Rohaim said.

“We don’t know who has them, but we can find them.” Lord Zubrios reached into his pocket and took out two small crystals, one blue and one green. He pocketed the green one and held the blue one between his forefinger and thumb. “The spell was cast five days ago, but I received this an hour ago. My agents within the Invisible Towers managed to steal it and smuggle it out. It can track the weapons.” He handed it across to Ull Rohaim. “I want you three to find the weapons of power for me.”

“Give me the crystal,” Ull Axilium said. “I don’t need these old women to slow me down.”

“You haven’t gained the ability to portal since we last met, have you?” Ull Rohaim asked coldly.

Ull Axilium shrugged. “I can find some hawk-crest with portal-mage abilities to be my carriage driver.”

“Ull Rohaim will be the leader in this task,” Lord Zubrios said. “The weapons bond to whoever first touches them, so it’s important to capture the bearers alive if at all possible. Keep me informed of your progress.” He swept out of the room.

“Let me know when you have discovered the weapons’ locations,” Ull Axilium said before following the Lord Protector out.

Ull Dreidnan moved closer to Ull Rohaim, both studying the small blue crystal. “Does it work like a comstal?”

“It doesn’t seem to,” Ull Rohaim told him. “Perhaps if I touch it with magic.” His head dipped, and his forehead furrowed in concentration. “I’m getting something.”

“It’s working?”

“Seems to be. And one of the weapons is close, definitely within the city, perhaps even inside the merchant’s quarter. It’ll take time to associate the magnitude of the vibrations I sense with a distance.”

Lukin moved one elbow backward, then a knee, creeping as slowly and silently as he knew how. He had to get out. The Eorne Goblet was in his satchel, and that alone could get him killed. But that was nothing compared to having on his finger a weapon of power that the Lord Protector wanted.

“Retrieving the first weapon should be easy if it’s in the city,” Ull Dreidnan said. “We need to make sure it doesn’t get out. I’ve already spread an alert about the thief. I’ll send further instructions to the gatehouses.” He left the room.

Lukin slithered backward until he was fully out of sight of the window. The wetness of the grass barely registered. He was out of his depth, with no clue what to do. Even a master thief had limitations.

Only one person could help him, though asking for help would involve a large serving of humble pie. Flechir had gotten him out of trouble before.

Chapter 12
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The sun shined brighter, the birds sang sweeter, and the flowers bloomed prettier. Everything became wonderful in Lord Dondolier’s arms. His lips nuzzled her neck. Her heart pounded in her chest, and her blood pulsed like liquid fire in her veins. His green eyes sparkled like emerald fire. Her fingers went to his cheek, tilting his face toward her.

Lord Dondolier hesitated, but she couldn’t bear waiting any longer, not after everything they’d been through. The kiss shouldn’t happen until after their marriage, but her soul embraced him, letting him know that it was the moment. He leaned forward, his lips racing toward her, just as hers did to him. An explosion of—

The door crashed open.

“Go away.” Suma didn’t look up.

The book was dragged from her fingers and thrown onto the bed.

“Hey, careful.” Suma crawled across the bed and smoothed out the twisted pages. “What do you think you are doing?”

A sheen of sweat covered Lucii’s face, and his chest rose and fell unevenly. “Forget the blasted book. This is serious.”

“The blasted book indeed.” Suma closed it and caressed the leather cover. “If I had a choice between my family and my books, I’d choose the books. At least they don’t let me down.” Eveleen met Lord Dondolier each and every time.

Lucii threw a half-filled leather holdall beside the bed. “Quickly. Put everything you consider essential for a long journey in that. Or as much as can fit.” He saw where her gaze traveled. “And I don’t mean the bloody book.”

“Is this about the incident with the axe? I don’t care about that anymore. The Duke can keep it. Never did me any good.” Her plan hadn’t worked in the slightest, just making everything worse. The whole castle was laughing at her. She’d heard the words “little axe girl” whispered about a million times in just a few days, accompanied by at least a chuckle, sometimes all-out laughter. Over the past several years, she’d been careful to put her tomboy past behind her, only to destroy all her good work in one morning. “What was I thinking? I mean, me with an axe. Me?”

“It suited you more than the dresses,” Lucii said.

“Don’t say such things. I thought the rest of the castle had done their worst with the insults.” Suma flung herself facedown onto her bed.

Lucii grabbed her arm and pulled her up. “Do you trust me?”

Suma laughed at that. “You are the most untrustworthy person I know. That you asked probably means that there are beetles hidden in my shoes. No, that’s Balti’s style. Something worse.”

“If I had put beetles in your shoes, I would have asked you to trust me with a smile on my face. Do you see me smiling?”

Suma frowned. He hadn’t even smirked since entering her room, which was totally unlike him. “What’s going on? It is about the axe, isn’t it? I tell you I’ve returned to needlework and harp playing, and I’m never picking up a weapon of any kind again.”

“If only it were that simple. It’s impossible to explain to you what’s going on, or it’s beyond me, at least. I have to show you.” Lucii knelt down in front of Suma and took her arms in his hands. “When we fought in the training paddock, I made sure that neither of us were hurt, despite you thundering about with that axe of yours. Trust me now and do exactly as I ask.”

“You’re scaring me.”

“Good. You should be scared.”

“What do you want me to do?” Suma asked.

“Fill up the holdall. Essentials for a journey.”

Suma had no idea what that meant. She had never even spent a night outside the castle. She glanced inside the bag and saw that Lucii had already put some clothes inside it, boys’ clothes from the looks of things. She went to the closet and started grabbing some of her dresses and shifts at random.

Lucii nodded at her harp in the corner. “Do you still make that shriek like a bag of drunken cats?” Lucii, being Lucii, couldn’t go too long without making a joke of some sort.

“Of course not. That was last year. I’m much better now, and the sound is more like the howling of enraged wolves.”

Suma threw the dresses on top of the holdall then went to get some of her soaps, a small bottle of shampoo, and her needlework kit. By the time she returned with that, Lucii had thrown half her dresses onto the bed and crammed the other half into the holdall.

“Is that it?” he asked.

“Nearly.” Lucii’s lack of concern about her dresses suggested he didn’t see many balls or fancy banquets in her future. She dropped the soaps into the bag and glanced at the book on her bed. Lucii would object to her bringing it, but a book was surely essential for a long journey. She went to her closet and wrapped her Gwavin and Lara book in a thick blue shawl. “Something to keep me warm.” She placed the shawl on top of the soaps.

Lucii pulled the holdall shut with ties then lifted it onto one shoulder. “Don’t attract any attention,” he told her as they exited her room.

“What do you mean by that? Don’t throw off my clothes and dance naked in the hallways?”

“That would be a start.”

Suma walked alongside Lucii as he led the way down the corridor. The sun had started to set, but it was too early for the torches to be lit. They passed several servants at work and one of the Duke’s soldiers going the other way. No one gave them a second glance. The only remarkable thing about them was the holdall on Lucii’s shoulder.

No scenario Suma was imagining made sense. Is Delmoria being invaded? Is the family in danger? Why can’t Lucii just tell me what is going on? Surely, whatever it was, it couldn’t be worse than what she would imagine by him dragging her out of her room like he had. Could it?

Lucii stopped outside the Duke’s solar. He checked up and down the corridor then opened the door and peeked in. Satisfied, he entered. Suma hesitated at the entrance, for she had never been inside the Duke’s solar, and entering without his permission felt wrong. Lucii grabbed her arm and pulled her inside then shut the door behind her.

“Hey,” Suma objected. You don’t need to manhandle me.

Lucii dumped the holdall on the ground beside a suit of armor. He then grabbed one of its metal arms, lifted and twisted. The whole suit came away from the wall.

“Get in,” he told Suma.

“Get into the armor?” Is this day going to get any weirder?

“No, idiot. There.” He gestured at a small alcove behind the armor.

Suma peered at it. “I won’t fit there.”

“You will.” Lucii gave her a helpful shove.

Suma knelt inside the alcove and turned to the side, just about squeezing in.

Lucii twisted the armor back around until it was almost in position. He then picked up the holdall and shoved it on top of Suma’s head then twisted the armor fully into place.

“Hey,” Suma objected. The bag was bending her head back, twisting her neck painfully.

“From now on, not a word, not a sound,” Lucii said. “No matter what you hear.”

Even the stories in my books aren’t this dramatic. “Shouldn’t you add at the cost of your life?”

“If you think that’s not implied, then you haven’t been listening closely.”

Suma searched his voice for a trace of humor but didn’t find any. She really hoped she wasn’t the butt of one of Lucii’s more elaborate jokes. Perhaps I should be hoping that is all it is. She managed to shift herself so that the weight of the holdall fell on her shoulder rather than her head, though that was barely more pleasant.

In the solar, Lucii strode back and forth. The gap between the legs of the armor and the walls provided light to Suma’s hiding spot. Through the gaps, she could also see small slices of the solar, and she realized she’d barely looked around the room when she had the chance. She’d always been curious what the Duke’s solar looked like, and she was inside it and still didn’t know.

She eased her head back and forth, trying to glimpse as much of the solar as the small gap revealed. She got an impression of wood paneling. Various weapons hung from the walls. She was frustrated that she couldn’t see more.

A door opened. “You’re here already. Good.” The Duke. Metal thumped on wood.

“Did you have any better luck with the axe?” Lucii asked.

“Yes. I mean no.”

“If yes means no, what does no mean?”

“What have I told you about dumb jokes?”

“If I was a better son, I’d make better jokes.”

“Lucii.”

“Yes, I know. You want a serious eldest son. What can I say? Maybe Arron will overtake me in age one of these days.”

With the coldness in the Duke’s voice, Suma didn’t know how Lucii dared to joke. She could just imagine the way the Duke was staring at him, having experienced the power of that stare.

“I’ve had the same experience as you had with the axe,” the Duke said. “I haven’t achieved any explosive power with it, nor have any of the other men I’ve asked to try it.”

“It’s sharp and pretty but too unbalanced to be useful for fighting,” Lucii said. “Perhaps we should just throw it away.”

“Lucii, be serious. I haven’t seen any more of its magic, but I have learned all about it. It is one of the weapons of power.”

“One of the what now?”

“For the last few years, the Soylant Wizards have been working on creating weapons that they believed could help them stop Zubrios. It took several years to create the spell, but they finally got it ready a handful of days ago. Of course, they are a bunch of incompetent misfits and managed to mess everything up. The Armentell Order helped them choose five warriors to receive the weapons. Instead of the weapons going to the warriors, however, one night the spell was cast—no one knows by whom—and the weapons ended up spread throughout the realm. Somehow, my daughter must have ended up with the axe. It provides the power of a strength-mage.”

“A single strength-mage is hardly going to frighten the Lord Protector.”

“No. As I said, those wizards are fools. However, imagine being able to break through a castle gate with a single blow. This slice of fortune will be huge for our family.”

Chills ran through Suma at the thought of her axe breaking through a castle gate. Perhaps she had given it up too easily. She hadn’t thought too much about where the axe had come from. A miscast spell. Just blind fortune had seen it land by her feet in the Duchess’s Gardens. Or blind misfortune. She was glad to hear where the axe came from, but surely that wasn’t why Lucii had brought her.

“Before you learned all this, you thought that the axe was bonded to Suma only. Do you still believe that?”

“Yes. It’s been confirmed.”

“So we should train Suma. She’s the only one who can control the power.”

“My source believes that the bond could pass on,” the Duke said.

“That means it might not.” Lucii had a beseeching tone to his voice that Suma had never heard before. “She can be our official castle gate knocker-over.”

“She looks like a jester with it in her hands. She could do stunts, but it would be a hundred times more powerful in the hands of a proper warrior. A thousand. I won’t have the greatest power that has ever fallen to our family subject to the whims of a stupid girl child.”

The tightness in Suma’s chest was not due to the enclosed space.

“So you still want to do what we discussed earlier?” Lucii’s voice was now soft, with a thread of sadness running through it.

“It’s what has to happen.”

Suma shifted her head from side to side to better see what was happening in the solar. The Duke, who had been standing behind his desk, came out to stand in front of Lucii. He put his hand on Lucii’s shoulder. “Son, sometimes when I hear what you come out with, I wonder if you could be mine at all. It’s only when I see you fight that I see the warrior within, the same warrior that dwelled in my heart when I was your age. Beneath the mask of chuckles and jokes, there is a man.” The axe rested on the desk behind the Duke, and he placed his other hand on it. “You saw what a girl child could do with this in her hands. You can’t tell me that your warrior blood doesn’t sing at the idea of possessing its power.”

“I save my singing for bathing and for late nights in the tavern.” Lucii backed away so his father no longer held his shoulder.

“The same blood runs through our veins,” the Duke said. “Offering this to you is the greatest gift I have given anyone. I have barely slept these last few nights, tossing and turning with a hot fever at the thought of the axe being so close yet so far away.”

“Whoa. No son wants to know of his father’s degeneracies. Let’s have no more talk of what happened between you and the axe in the bedroom.”

The Duke sighed. “I’m making a sacrifice such as I barely believed possible, and you joke. A few years ago, I would not have hesitated. I would have claimed the axe for myself. But I’m getting older. You are young, and in your hands, this axe could be a benefit to our family for decades to come.”

“I appreciate the sacrifice, but the axe is not yours to give.”

“If it belongs to the family, it belongs to me. You think she is strong enough to hold it on her own. I have made light of what happened out in the training paddock, tried to turn it into a joke. But too many saw, and not all are stupid enough to be convinced that it was some fluke. Undoubtedly, the Order already know about this, and likely the Lord Protector’s clerics too. If we don’t take it from her, then they will.”

“If we protect her, they won’t take it so easily.”

“I’ve listened to your arguments long enough. My decision is made, and it’s time you accepted that. Now, I talked with someone who is familiar with the weapons-of-power spell, and when the girl is killed, then it should bond with you.”

Suma’s stomach twisted. The Duke couldn’t mean what he seemed to be saying. He mightn’t have much time for her, but she was still his daughter.

“What happens if the girl dies, and the axe doesn’t bond to anyone? She’d be dead for no reason.” Suma was glad to detect anguish in Lucii’s voice. “And we’ll have lost the power of the axe.”

“It’s a risk worth taking.” Her father’s voice held nothing but coldness.

“I can’t kill my own sister.”

“You don’t have to. I’ve thought about how this works best. I’ll arrange for someone else to do the deed and for you to arrive too late to save her but in time to avenge her. Make sure to kill her assassin with the axe. If that doesn’t lead to the axe bonding to you, nothing will.”

Lucii paced away from his father. Suma had to remind herself to breathe in the silence that followed. When she did, she remembered to breathe softly. Lucii hadn’t been overdramatic when he’d warned her against making a sound. She didn’t dare imagine what would happen to both of them if the Duke discovered her.

“Son, I don’t want to give you the idea that you have a choice here. I’m just explaining what’s going to happen.”

“Very well.” Lucii paced back to stand in front of his father. “Leave the axe with me.”

“This won’t happen until tomorrow night at the earliest.”

“If I am going to do this, I want it to have every chance of working. Best that the axe is in my presence as long as possible if we want it to bond. Unless you are planning to take it to your bed one last time.”

“Enough with the jokes.”

Lucii sat down on a chair in front of the desk, putting his palm on the blade of the axe. “Give me a chance to come to terms with what I have to do.”

“Very well. I will expect less weakness from you in the future, though.”

A door opened and shut.

Tension drained from the air, and the holdall on Suma’s head seemed too heavy to bear. Lucii pulled the suit of armor away from the wall, and Suma, unable to bear staying still a moment longer, threw herself at the widening gap between wall and armor the moment her body fit through, falling to the ground. The holdall fell on top of her.

Lucii lifted the holdall off her and helped her to her feet. Suma’s knees buckled, and Lucii lifted her again and supported her for a few moments until she steadied.

“I’m sorry.” Lucii wiped moisture from Suma’s cheeks.

She hadn’t realized she’d been crying. “No need to be sorry. Just do a good job of avenging me.” She made a chopping motion with her hand. “Whichever bastard Father hires to kill me deserves what’s coming to him.” Suma’s voice came out in a monotone. Something deep inside her had died.

Lucii took the holdall to the desk and loosened the ties. He then shoved the head of the axe inside, leaving the handle poking out the top. “Come on.”

“I don’t think my legs work.”

He pushed open the door and checked both ways. “Do you want to wait here until Father returns?”

Suma hurried after her brother. Lucii took long strides down the corridor, forcing Suma into a half run to keep up. A thousand questions whirled through her mind, but she didn’t know where to start, and Lucii didn’t slow down to give her a chance to frame one. Into the servants’ quarters they went, down a narrow stairway and out a side door.

Dusk had descended. In the training paddock, the shadowed figure of an instructor gave final tips to a young swordsman. The carpenter was putting away his tools, and the blacksmith continued to hammer on a piece of metal, his face glowing red from the embers of his fire.

Lucii paused for a look around before leading the way to the main gate.

“Where are you off to this late?” the sword instructor called out after him. Belkin, Suma remembered.

“Escaping the castle with the young one. We are going to seek our fortune on a ship,” Lucii replied at a shout. Suma didn’t understand how he kept his voice lighthearted. Her own throat had twisted into a knot. She feared the Duke finding them and stopping them, but she almost feared getting away more. Where will we go? What will we do?

“Aren’t you already heir to the Delmoria fortune?” Belkin asked.

“One fortune is never enough, I always say.”

“Dunno about that,” Belkin called back. “I’m not sure I’ve the stomach to drink through two fortunes.”

“I’m a better man than you, Belkin, and we both know it.”

Belkin barked a laugh. “If you weren’t the heir, we’d soon see about that.”

Lucii continued past him. Whether the guards at the main gate heard Lucii’s exchange with Belkin or not, they didn’t move to stop either Lucii or Suma.

When they turned the first corner out of sight of the gates, Lucii came to a stop, waiting for Suma to catch up. His hand trembled, and he flexed his fingers.

“You could have warned me what to expect in the solar,” Suma told him once she’d caught her breath.

“How do you explain something like that? You’d never truly have believed it unless you’d heard it from his lips.”

“I wish I’d never heard it.”

“And I wish you’d never had to. But you had to know why you need to leave. You have to realize that you aren’t safe and will never be able to return here ever again.”

“This is my home.” She realized she was complaining about it the way one complained about a beloved companion.

Lucii shook his head. “No longer.” He pointed halfway down the street, where a carriage waited, its two horses with their heads bowed. “I have arranged for you to be taken from Xercia tonight. I don’t know the details, and I don’t want to know.”

“You aren’t coming?” Suma had feared leaving with Lucii. She certainly couldn’t just leave by herself.

“I’m sorry. My place is here. This is all I can do for you.”

“Coward,” Suma said in a quiet voice. She didn’t mean it, not truly. She just didn’t want to be left alone.

Lucii blinked. “I deserve that. I’m afraid to really stand up to my father and unwilling to give up my inheritance. This is all I’m prepared to do for you. It’s not nothing. Father is unlikely to trust me ever again. You could have done worse in a brother.”

Could have done worse. She didn’t like the way he’d said that. Had he considered going along with what the Duke wanted? Suma decided she didn’t want to know. She wanted to apologize for calling him a coward—after all, he had rescued her—but the words caught in her throat. She couldn’t thank him, either. He was doing the best he could for her, but she couldn’t thank him for throwing her out into the night to fend for herself.

Lucii handed the holdall to her. She saw the axe’s handle sticking out and pulled it out of the bag.

She held out the axe. “Keep that. I never want to see that again.” What possessed me to pick up the cursed thing that night in the garden? Just a few short days before, she had been very excited at attending her first banquet as a woman. Look where the axe led me.

“No.” Lucii’s hand twitched, but he made no move to take the axe. “If it’s left here, getting control of the axe will be a fire under Father’s backside. If it’s gone, then he can forget about it.” He considered. “Hopefully. Plus, it’ll attract redbirds and Armentells like flies to shit. With you,” he hesitated, “it may cause problems, but it could also help you. Save you, even. It bonded to you for a reason.”

“You heard the Duke. A spell was miscast. There was no reason.” She held the axe up to him, willing him to take it.

Lucii’s face hardened. “Keep it,” he ordered. There was plenty of his father in that command, and Suma returned the axe to the holdall. Lucii tightened the ties on her bag then kissed her on the forehead. “Mezziall protect you.” He then gestured her onward. “Your carriage awaits.”

Suma slipped the straps of the holdall around her shoulders and trudged down the dark street. Before she reached the carriage, she glanced behind her to find Lucii already gone.

Her fingers brushed the handle of the axe. She didn’t want it, yet she had become tied to it. Because of it, she had been cast into the wider world, but it might also provide her only protection.

From that point on, they journeyed together. The axe belonged to her, and she belonged to it.

Chapter 13
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A distant sign creaked eerily in the wind. Pools of shadow hid everything and nothing. Lukin crept along the narrow street, trying to look every way at once. Soirbuz had never seemed scary to him before. Sure, the night concealed cutthroats just as in any other city, but the patrolling redbirds kept most of the crime under control.

However, the redbirds had become the ones to fear, and in Soirbuz one couldn’t go five paces without tripping over someone in a scarlet cloak. When Flechir had told Lukin that Maylan’s stable was to be their fallback meeting place if anything went wrong, Lukin thought the old man was being overly paranoid as usual.

After what he’d heard, Lukin couldn’t return to the Oakseed, so he’d have to wait at the stable and hope Flechir found him. I will just have to endure the old man’s smug condescension. If Flechir didn’t arrive... No point thinking about that. The old man never let me down before.

High above, clouds drifted across the moon, not allowing too much light down onto the city, though dawn wasn’t far away and Lukin feared the coming daylight more than the looming shadows. Because the eagle-crests could track his ring, they would no doubt begin tightening a noose around him.

Lukin glanced down at his hand. What does it matter how I got it? It’s mine. The Lord Protector had said each weapon bonded to the first person who touched it. The ring had already saved his neck several times, helping him become the master thief he was. He wouldn’t give it up easily.

A hand wrapped itself around Lukin’s mouth. He jerked away, struggling to escape, but he was held tight. Caught already.

“Quiet, fool,” a voice whispered in his ear.

Flechir.

He relaxed, and the old man released him.

“No need to be so rough.” Lukin rubbed his neck.

“What have you done now? The streets around the Oakseed are swarming with redbirds. Been there since the afternoon,” Flechir said.

“It wasn’t my fault.”

It never is, Flechir thought. “Stay,” he said. Flechir disappeared into the darkness then returned a few moments later, leading two horses. He handed across the reins of one and mounted the other. “Follow,” he ordered.

Lukin glared at Flechir’s back as he mounted his horse. Flechir had fallen back into giving orders as though he’d never stopped. Lukin wasn’t the same boy he had been when they’d arrived in Soirbuz a year before. Flechir is just going to have to realize that.

Lukin trotted his horse forward until it caught up. “I’m not a child anymore.”

“Then stop acting like one.”

Lukin seethed in silence. Just a few moments in Flechir’s company was enough to set him on edge. I’m not a bloody child anymore. He repeated the mantra over in his head.

As they moved out onto the paved main streets, the horses’ hooves sounded too loud. Wisps of fog curled around the corners of the streets, creating a shock of cold, damp air as they rode through them. Lukin was leaving behind the only place he’d ever been able to call home. And with the clerics after him, he didn’t know if he would ever be able to return.

Lukin quickly realized they were heading for the Wolf Gate. “The gate guards are on the lookout for me,” he told Flechir.

“Of course they are.” Flechir didn’t turn. I give the boy some freedom, and he gets us into a world of trouble, he thought.

Lukin silently ground his teeth, and for the first time, he regretted being able to hear someone’s thoughts.

The most direct route to the Wolf Gate took them through the main square. Lukin assumed Flechir would avoid it, but he didn’t. Lukin didn’t comment on the choice. What’s the point? It isn’t like the old man has ever listened to me.

At least he led them along the north side of the square. The Domed Temple dominated the south side of the square, supposedly the biggest religious structure ever created. But like all of the Lord Protector’s temples, it was more military than religious in purpose. In Uniteia and Ziallia, priests were rarely armed and were mainly concerned with their followers’ souls. Zubrios’s clerics were more foot soldiers than priests, and the temples were more barracks than churches.

Day and night, the main square in Soirbuz swarmed with redbirds, and as they passed, Lukin was unsurprised that the activity seemed more frantic than usual. No one questioned them, though, and they continued on to quieter streets.

Riding in silence gave Lukin time to reflect on everything he had learned in Pormustin’s manor, and he realized another of his questions had been answered, if indirectly. The four compasses in his head. If he held one weapon out of five, that left four others unaccounted for. And he was willing to bet that one was to the north of him, one east, one southeast, and one southwest.

Approaching the Wolf Gate, Flechir dismounted and gestured for Lukin to do the same. Lukin couldn’t imagine how they were going to be let out.

Then Flechir addressed one of the two robin-crests by name. “How are things, Trell?”

“It’s a busy night, Flechir,” Trell replied. “Maybe come back another time?”

“Is Stg there?” Flechir asked.

Trell frowned. “I’ll get him, but he’ll say the same. Not tonight.”

“Stay back,” Flechir whispered, “and don’t let the horses get away.” He slapped his horse’s reins into Lukin’s hand.

Trell returned with two others, and they spread out in front of the gate, three robin-crests and one sparrow-crest.

Torches on either side of the gate created a pool of light like a stage already set. Flechir stepped into the light, onto the stage, to face the sparrow-crest. Flechir’s scabbard slapped against the side of his leg, and the smile on his face was as thin as a coat of paint. Despite the cold night air, sweat prickled up beneath Lukin’s clothes. He also felt useless. Flechir could have given him a sword if he’d suspected it would come to fighting—Lukin had never learned to use it to the old man’s satisfaction, but surely his help would be worth something.

“Stg, how are you?” Flechir said. “That was some card game we had the last time I saw you. I hope you didn’t spend all the money in a single night.”

Stg had a puckered scar in place of one eye, and when he grinned, the smile continued grotesquely up his cheek to the scarred eye. “There aren’t enough pretty whores in the city to spend it in one night.” The fingers of his sword hand flexed open and closed.

“Didn’t think the pretty ones would take up with an ugly soul,” Flechir said.

Oh mama, oh mama, oh mama, Trell was thinking.

Why are they all afraid of an old man? another robin-crest thought.

“After a game of cards with you, even the pretty whores find me delightful looking,” Stg said.

“After all the money I lost, I figure you owe me one favor,” Flechir said.

“Any other night, no problem. Word has come down from high. Very high.” Stg glanced over Flechir’s shoulder at Lukin. “They are after a teenage boy. A thief of some sort.”

I knew the boy stole that ring, Flechir thought.

Shows what you know, Lukin thought back, though, of course, Flechir couldn’t read Lukin’s thoughts.

“You know what refusing me means?” Flechir asked.

“You never shared your background, but any idiot could tell you were a soldier.” Stg drew his sword, and the three behind him drew theirs. The screech of blades being drawn hung in the night air for several heartbeats. “Didn’t know you were good enough to face all four of us.”

“You must have suspected.” Flechir drew his sword. “You sneaked your fifth man out so he could collect reinforcements. You would have just faced me with all five if you felt confident.”

“A soldier doesn’t get as old and ugly as me without being able to sense when he’s outmatched,” Stg said. “So our plan to keep you talking isn’t going to work?”

Lukin glanced behind him, wishing Flechir would hurry up with whatever he was planning.

“Did you draw straws to decide which of you went?” Flechir asked in the same infuriatingly calm voice.

“That Dyston was always a lucky bastard.” Stg matched Flechir’s calmness.

Trell broke the silence with a scream, dashing forward with his sword raised over his head. Flechir shifted sideways, his blade flashed, and Trell went down clutching his throat, never having gotten the chance to attempt a single strike.

The other three clerics attacked together. Lukin had sparred with Flechir countless times, and he knew the old man went easy on him, but he hadn’t realized by how much. Flechir spun off to one side, wide of the outside man—flowing like a shadow—and struck downward at the back of the redbird’s legs, who crashed to the ground with a scream. Unlike Flechir, the redbirds wore armor, forcing Flechir to strike for unprotected parts of their body.

Flechir raised his sword to block an overhead swipe from Stg then jumped back to dodge as the other guardsman jumped forward, slashing at Flechir’s midriff.

Lukin went for Trell’s sword, but just as he bent down, the clash of metal from Flechir blocking another of Stg’s strikes spooked one of the horses, and it reared. Lukin’s arm was almost wrenched off, but he managed to hold onto the reins. The rearing of the first horse caused the second one to prance backward.

Lukin dug his feet in and leaned back as the two horses tried to pull him in two directions. The reins burned into his hands, but he was never going to let go. Lukin had absolutely no doubt that Flechir could kill with a look, and the old man would use that power on Lukin if he lost the horses.

Gradually, the horses calmed, and Lukin was able to regain control of them. He ended up twenty paces from the gate, though. He turned back to see Flechir stabbing the remaining robin-crest and twisting away from Stg’s thrust. However, Stg was too close to completely avoid, and his strike caught Flechir in the side. Flechir struck with his left hand, burying a knife in Stg’s good eye.

Lukin hurried over.

“Sorry, old friend,” Flechir said as he wrenched his knife from the sparrow-crest’s eye.

Blood and brain came out with the knife. Flechir didn’t pause to clean it, returning the bloodied blade to the scabbard on his thigh then rushing toward the gatehouse.

“Lead the horses through as soon as the gate opens,” Flechir ordered.

The only redbird still alive dragged himself away, moaning loudly, his legs twisted at a strange angle, leaving a trail of blood on the street behind him.

“Now,” Flechir ordered as the gate opened.

Lukin charged through the gate, pulling the horses behind him. As soon as he was through, the gate began to close, and for a moment Lukin thought he was going to be stuck outside without Flechir. As annoying as the old man was, Lukin didn’t want that.

He needn’t have worried, though. Flechir squeezed out before the gate finished closing, and he vaulted onto his horse. Lukin climbed onto his and followed as Flechir galloped off.

They hadn’t gone too far before Flechir slowed. Lukin directed his horse alongside Flechir’s, and they settled into a fast walk.

No sign of pursuit, and they won’t be able to track us in the night. Best to preserve the horses, Flechir thought to himself.

“Where are we heading?” Lukin wasn’t going to just let himself be dragged from place to place with no say in the matter anymore.

“North for now,” Flechir said.

“I realize that.” The mental compasses were still strong in his head. “We should go east.” The pull was strongest in that direction. “But disguise our direction. They can track us with magic.”

“Then north for now.”

The renka-blasted, infuriating old man. “And I didn’t steal the ring. It’s mine.”

Flechir turned his head toward Lukin. The approaching dawn painted the eastern sky a jumble of reds and yellows, but it was still too dark to make out Flechir’s features. That didn’t matter. Lukin knew exactly what his face looked like, accusing Lukin of being a child.

“I did steal something.” Lukin reached down to his side and was almost surprised to find the satchel with the goblet still there. “But the Lord Protector would be after me even if I didn’t steal it.”

Flechir grunted. Whatever I did in a previous life, it must have been grievous to deserve this boy. Flechir’s thoughts were surprisingly not as monosyllabic as his conversation. Less surprisingly, they revealed as much disdain for Lukin’s character as every other part of the old man did.

“I never knew you could fight like that.”

Another grunt. Course the boy didn’t. He’ll notice the hair color, tit size, and cheekbone angle of every wench in a tavern room within a few heartbeats, and he’ll travel for years without noticing anything important.

“I’m the one with the jokes,” Lukin said. You’ve got to learn to stop replying to thoughts, he told himself.

I’m older than I thought. Letting myself get injured after fighting one soldier and a few youths who’d barely learned how to hold a sword.

Lukin glanced across at the old man, noticing how he leaned over with his elbow jammed against his side. Lukin hoped the injury wasn’t serious. He’d become practiced at handling Flechir’s jokes and disdain.

Living without them would be much more difficult.

Chapter 14
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Tonight, I hunt. Twig gripped a chimney pot in one hand and leaned forward, looking down upon the maze of streets and alleys below like a nocturnal bird of prey. The wind rattled along the rooftop tiles, and she pulled her cloak tighter. A cloudy, sullen day had given way to a dark, sodden night. The air was dry, but the rooftops were slick.

Motion attracted her attention, a shadow drifting through the darkness, hugging the wall of one of the alleyways. She let go of the chimney pot and skirted along a ledge at the edge of the roof. The tiles were treacherous, but the ledge was safe. Her toes gripped the wet rock as she ran. She was used to traveling the roofs at night. That skill hadn’t come from the sword.

A small yellow fire flared below, and for a moment Twig could see Feldman in the match’s light. Feldman’s thick neck supported a coarse, brutish face. Black stubble clung to a thick, square jaw. She would have fled to the other end of Blackstone to avoid him before.

The yellow light disappeared as the match went out, replaced by an intermittent spot of red light as Feldman puffed on a pipe. He turned left into a narrow alleyway then right into another one, meandering without an obvious destination. The rooftops overlooking the smaller alleyways leaned close to each other, and all Twig had to do was take a large step across the black chasm from one ledge to the next. She could travel a long way across Blackstone without leaving the roofs.

Twig felt better than she ever had before. Ten days’ worth of daily hot food had given her a new well of energy. The rain slid off her black cloak, and the new clothes underneath kept her warm. Being outside in the rain while still warm and dry felt strange and almost wrong. Her scabbard had been designed to go on the hip. Instead, she tied the upper part about her right shoulder and the bottom part to her left hip so it didn’t get in the way while she climbed. Best of all, worn under her cloak like that, with the hilt sticking out by the right side of her neck, all she had to do was raise her hood, and no one would notice it.

She tracked Feldman by the red light of his pipe. He wasn’t moving quickly. However, when he crossed one of the main streets and entered the alleyways on the other side, she had to descend.

She rattled a drainpipe, making sure it was secure, then wrapped her fingers underneath it and let herself fall, spinning around at the same time and kicking forward with her feet so the pads of her feet could gain purchase on the walls.

Her right foot slipped. She sucked in a breath and allowed her hands to fall farther down the drainpipe. Her left foot found a firm grip, slowing her fall, then the right foot regained position, and she came to a stop, dangling off the wall, dozens of paces above street level. She took several quick breaths.

She had descended like that hundreds of times over the years. It had become almost routine. Her only major mishap had been when a drainpipe had broken clean off the wall and she’d broken her arm. After recovering, Twig hadn’t been held back by the memory of the fall. Death could come at any time and in so many different ways that worrying about every little thing that could go wrong didn’t make sense.

This little downward jerk felt different from other similar incidents. Have I arrived at a point where I have something to lose? If I become a sheltered person like Bareth wanted, will I lose my fearlessness?

She shook her head, clearing her mind of doubts. Her left foot shifted downward and found a lower crevice. Then the right foot did the same. Her hands slipped down the gutter, keeping pace with her legs, avoiding the brackets. She sped up until she was quickly shinnying down as she always did. Sometimes, thinking gets in the way.

Upon reaching the street, she looked both ways to make sure no one was watching then reached over her right shoulder to grip the hilt of the sword. She then darted at superhuman speed into the alleyway Feldman had entered. The rush of speed was exhilarating. She then reluctantly released the hilt. She didn’t want to blunder into anyone, and using the sword too much drained her energy.

She sniffed but smelled nothing strange. Keeping her senses sharp, she crept forward, drifting her fingers against the near wall. If Feldman had moved quickly, she might have lost him.

Metal rattled, then something slammed, and she moved toward the source of the noise. She heard low voices then the squashy thud of someone getting hit.

A shimmer of light illuminated the end of the alleyway, and Twig could finally see more than shadows. Feldman, his lit pipe burning red in front of his teeth, stood over a prone figure with his fist raised.

“Don’t lie,” Feldman said. “If Krawl was here, you’d find something for him. Well, guess what, I’m the new Krawl.” His fist descended with another squashy thud.

“I’ve got nothing,” came the slurred reply.

Twig recognized the voice, a rain woman called Guzzling Gerta who was drunk more often than sober. Twig knew to stay out of her way when Gerta was drunk, or she had when she was a mouse.

“You were able to get something to drink, weren’t you?” Feldman sounded exasperated more than angry, as if he was dealing with a troublesome child. He didn’t seem as vicious as Krawl, but he had usurped the role of taking from the weakest in society.

There are two types of people, Krawl had said, but he was a dumb oaf. True, Twig had been a Giver, and Krawl was a Taker. But there were more than two types. Bareth gave to Givers. He’d helped her when she was at her lowest. She still found it difficult to understand, but a whole religion of people like him existed. So that was another type of person—not just a Giver or a Taker. And what about those who took from Takers? Isn’t that another type?

Twig reached over her shoulder and drew her sword, the blade swishing against the leather of the scabbard. Feldman spun, his pipe falling from his mouth.

“Who’s there?” He gestured at the red light of his pipe on the ground. “Look what you made me do. Get out of here.”

Twig stepped into the light, her sword in front of her.

Feldman drew his sword. “This doesn’t concern you. You’ll stay out of it if you know what’s good for you.” The aggression in his voice took on a note of fear as Twig continued to approach.

“Things have changed,” Twig told him. “You can’t just take what you want.”

Upon hearing her voice, he snorted a laugh. “I thought you looked small. You are just a girl.”

“That’s what Krawl thought.”

“That was you? Look, I don’t want no—” He stepped forward and slashed at her head.

Twig took several superfast steps sideways and was somewhere else by the time Feldman’s stroke finished. “Over here,” she said.

Feldman jerked around to face her. “That’s not possible. How did you do that?” He didn’t wait for an answer, launching himself at her with his sword outstretched.

Twig shifted back again. “No, over here, silly.” Who is the mouse now?

Feldman stumbled upon missing Twig. When he recovered his balance, he lunged again, and Twig sped back out of his reach. That was a feint, though, and instead of following through on the attack, Feldman dived toward Guzzling Gerta. He dragged her to her feet and held his sword against her throat.

“I don’t know who or what you are,” he said. “But I know you are here to protect her. Drop your sword and leave, or all your friend will drink for the rest of her life is her own blood.

Twig silently cursed herself. I should have killed him the first chance I got. Still, he had her wrong if he thought she cared about protecting Guzzling Gerta, who had never exactly been Twig’s favorite person in the world. Twig had come to take out the Takers. Helping the Givers was for Zeeists like Bareth. Still, perhaps she could kill him before he had a chance to carry out his threat.

She took five fast steps to the right, then seven steps to the left, as fast as she could, then back, then again.

Feldman turned one way, then the other. “What are you doing, demon? I’m not bluffing. I swear it, I’ll kill her.”

Twig faded into the shadows, sure that Feldman had completely lost where she was. She then sped up behind him and simultaneously gripped the wrist that held his sword and jammed her sword up through Feldman’s side and into his chest. Feldman exhaled in a rasp, and his body went rigid. Then he collapsed to the ground. As he fell, Twig held onto his wrist to make sure the sword didn’t injure Gerta.

Guzzling Gerta wailed down at Feldman’s corpse.

“Are you all right?” Twig asked her.

A babbling series of words accompanied the wail. The only word that Twig could make out was “demon.”

She was clearly terrified. Twig decided to ignore her, knowing that, as the demon in question, she was unlikely to be able to ease the woman’s fears. Not that Twig could imagine herself comforting Guzzling Gerta in any scenario.

Twig knelt down by Feldman’s body and felt around inside the pockets, taking the purse and loose shards she found. Her hands came away sticky with blood, and she wiped them on Feldman’s cloak as she stood. Gerta’s wailing was cutting through her like a winter wind by then, so she used the power of the sword to dash away.

At the bottom of the drainpipe, she resheathed her sword. As her fingers gripped the back of the gutter pipe and her feet scrambled for footholds, energy surged through Twig’s body.

With the sword, she was a whole new person. She would bring fear to those who took from the weakest.

Chapter 15
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The bad emotions were the best, Mortlebee had learned. He recalled how Lackma had made him feel, and summoning the same hate and anger, he drew back on the golden string and released. He was aiming at the valley across the way, but inaccurate as always, the arrow-shaped energy bolt hit a gnarled old tree fifty paces away.

The tree burst into fire. No matching explosion of triumph swelled in Mortlebee’s breast. Rather, each successful use of the bow left him emptier. The tip of the bow dragged through the ground behind him as he walked toward the burning tree. Through experimentation, he had discovered the secrets of using the bow. The stronger the emotion, the more powerful the arrow. That was why it had seemed not to work when he’d first practiced with it.

Happiness and joy, good emotions, hadn’t worked as well as hate and anger. Mortlebee wondered if the bow was a temptation and a test. If he’d been pure of heart, perhaps the bow would not have worked for him. He stopped in front of the burning tree, close enough to feel the heat on his skin. The tree grew from a crevice at the top of a rocky cliff face. The trunk was narrow, and its branches were few, but Mortlebee could tell it was old. For decades the tree had crept upward, drawing nourishment from the most meager of resources, creating life where none should be possible. And in an instant of hate and anger, Mortlebee had destroyed it.

Father had been right. Mortlebee’s heart was rotten, irredeemable. He had been exiled before he could corrupt others like Kataya and Hessina or his friend, Dell. It had to be done.

A wave of weakness passed through him, and Mortlebee dropped to one knee. Using the bow sucked energy from him. He hadn’t fallen unconscious except that first time after killing Lackma, but he’d always had to deal with a spell of weakness after using it. He allowed himself to fall into a sitting position. The flames crackled, hungrily eating the gnarled old tree. With a pop, one of the bigger branches fell off and disappeared over the side of the cliff.

Mortlebee looked behind himself, back up at the higher slopes. Only a few days before, he had been there, living with his family, but that life seemed impossibly distant. He’d thought he’d been unhappy with his situation—what an idiot he had been. Better to have a few beans every day for dinner with a loving family than eat a banquet in exile.

Will I ever be able to return? The burning tree said no. The parable of the penitent man said... maybe. He lifted the bow. Even though he’d used it roughly as a walking stick, it showed no evidence of wear or even of dirt. Why did it come to me? It couldn’t have been just a test to allow him to prove himself pure by not being able to use it. It contained rare and powerful magic.

But violent magic—not something for a follower of Kale. Mortlebee forced himself to his feet. Despite a tremble in his leg muscles, he managed to support himself. He wobbled closer to the cliff face upon which the tree grew and stared down into the valley hundreds of paces below.

Down there, the foliage was different from what he was used to, greener, lusher. Only hardy plants grew in the mountains, but down there, growing was easier. Mortlebee would be out of the mountains before long. What was to happen after that, he had no idea. Mortlebee knew nothing of the rest of the world.

He knew he would have to figure out a way to survive, but more importantly he had to heal his heart so he could return. He had contemplated the first step for a while, but he was finally ready to do it. Discarding something so obviously valuable felt wrong, but that was the only thing to do. It was an object of hate and anger, the very things he needed to rid from his heart.

He stretched his arm back and threw the bow forward with all his might. His legs were still unsteady, and he slipped. For a scary moment, he thought he was going to follow the bow off the cliff, but he threw himself onto the ground and clung to a flat boulder.

Once he’d steadied himself, he turned to watch the bow spiral through the air, getting ever smaller until it disappeared into the foliage.

He immediately felt better, freer. It would be a long journey before he could return to his home in Bluegrass, but he had taken the first step.

Chapter 16
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“Should we leave the ring behind?”

Flechir grunted a grunt that meant, “Stop talking gibberish, you bloody fool.” The old man’s grunts were as eloquent as his thoughts. Only with speech did he lack communication abilities.

“We wouldn’t have to travel as hard if we weren’t afraid about the redbirds tracking us.” Lukin had told Flechir about the blue crystal and the Lord Protector and the goblet. The old man hadn’t said much—no surprise there—though dark thoughts and even darker stares let Lukin know how much of a fool he was.

They were three days out from Soirbuz. Flechir had led Lukin generally eastward with several changes in direction to avoid making their final destination obvious to those who tracked them. They only slept four hours at night, with two shorter stops during the day.

From the way the old man slumped in his saddle, Lukin wasn’t sure if he was fully aware.

“We can’t go on like this,” Lukin said.

Flechir repeated his earlier grunt.

“No, seriously.”

“You a healer, boy?” Flechir turned toward Lukin, his eye sockets gaunt and pain filled.

Lukin shook this head.

“Then we keep on.” What’s stopping going to accomplish? he thought.

“You need to rest.”

Soldiers rest when they die. Not before.

A cold shiver flowed through Lukin’s body. He didn’t know how to respond to that. Flechir always identified himself as a soldier even though he hadn’t fought as one as long as Lukin had known him, and Lukin’s earliest memory was being warned away from the campfire by Flechir as a two-year-old.

Halos of light glimmered in the canopy of leaves overhead. The birdsong and the chattering of monkeys, although loud, had faded into background noise. Lukin allowed his horse to fall behind Flechir’s as the trail narrowed. The horses carried their heads low, their steps slow. Flechir and Lukin hadn’t ridden them faster than walking pace since shortly after leaving Soirbuz, so though tired, the animals probably wouldn’t be giving up on them any time soon.

Although his thighs and backside had quickly reaccustomed themselves to riding all day, Lukin felt stretched thin, and not just from the hard riding and lack of sleep. Flechir had recognized the names of the eagle-crests whom the Lord Protector had set on their tail. Ull Rohaim was a portal-mage and Zubrios’s chief adviser. Ull Dreidnan was the most powerful energy-mage in Mageles, and Ull Axilium had both strength-mage and speed-mage powers.

With those three in a possession of a tracking crystal, will I ever be able to feel safe again? 

Worse than that, much worse, was Flechir’s condition. Lukin had to get help for the old man. He didn’t know how he would manage without him. As much as Lukin complained about him, Flechir was the only family Lukin had ever known.

When the trail widened again, Lukin urged his horse alongside Flechir’s. “You never did tell me about my real family.”

Lukin received no reply, not even a grunt or a thought. Flechir was hunched over even more than usual.

“Are you okay?” Lukin leaned across to touch Flechir’s shoulder—no reaction. Lukin shook the shoulder. “Hey, old man.”

Flechir shifted away, then to Lukin’s horror, he slid off the other side of his horse, hitting the ground with a loud thump.

“Flechir.” Lukin jumped down and ran over, lifting the old man and leaning him against a tree stump.

Flechir’s eyelids drooped.

“I’m going to check out that wound.”

Lukin unbuttoned Flechir’s jacket and lifted his shirt. Underneath was the spare shirt that Flechir had used as a bandage, blood soaking through it. Lukin pulled it away then leaned back sharply as its stench hit him. A mass of congealed blood threaded with fetid yellow pus covered Flechir’s whole side.

“You said it was just a flesh wound. Why didn’t you let me know it was this bad?”

Flechir’s head lolled back, but his eyes were still aware. What does the boy think he would have done if he’d known? I’ve been dead since Stg spitted me. No one recovers from a blade to the guts.

“You have to get better.”

Couldn’t stop running away from me while I tried to instruct him, but now he needs me.

“It wasn’t like that,” Lukin protested.

Flechir coughed weakly. Lying to me to the end. Lying to himself.

“We could have thrown away the ring, let the clerics find it, taken you to a village somewhere, found a healer.”

The boy needs the ring now. He needs a new protector. My duty comes to an end. Flechir grabbed Lukin’s forearm. “You can’t stay here.” He nodded down at the sword at his waist. The boy knows what needs doing.

As quickly as it had arrived, strength left Flechir’s body. His fingers fell from Lukin’s arm, and his head fell to the side.

“No.” Lukin shook his head, shadowy fingers clutching at his heart. “No, I won’t do that.”

I knew the boy wouldn’t have the strength. I had to handle it myself and ride myself to death. It’ll be quick now.

“What are you saying?”

My duty was to protect the boy. My duty wasn’t to teach him to become a man, but I tried all the same. Tried and failed.

“You didn’t fail. I am a man.” I’m just not you. Why did Flechir think about duty so much? “What was your duty to me?”

The boy grows, but he never grows up. He hasn’t learned that life isn’t a joke, a game for him to play at. I don’t have to worry anymore. I’m free.

The shadow fingers dug their nails into Lukin’s heart. “Is that all I am to you? A duty from which you are now free?”

A soldier’s life is duty and loyalty.

“Loyalty to whom?”

Loyalty and duty. Flechir’s eyes drifted closed.

Lukin threw his arms around Flechir’s neck, leaning the old man’s head against his chest, and wept hot tears down onto the old man’s shoulder. “I won’t let you die. Your duty to me is not over.”

But it was. When Lukin finally released Flechir, his breathing had stopped. His body fell back then slipped to one side, scraping bark off the stump and releasing the sharp, sweet smell of fungus underneath.

A soldier’s duty ends at his death.

Chapter 17
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The cloaked phantom ducked behind a chimney, being more careful than usual. Twig was used to hunting on the blackest of nights, and with a fat, bloated moon spilling light across the black stones, it felt closer to day than night. Cloudless nights were a rarity in Blackstone.

“The cloaked phantom,” she mouthed the words, tasting them on her tongue like spring rain. That was what some had started to call her. She wasn’t sure, but she thought she liked the name.

Down below, a waddling merchant was also fat and bloated. He should not have been on the streets late into the night, certainly not in that part of town. He knew it, too. Every few paces, he glanced around nervously, clearly hoping to be lucky enough to avoid trouble. He wasn’t going to avoid thieves—Twig had spotted where they waited—he would, however, be lucky enough to avoid being robbed. The phantom was watching over him.

Twig touched the hilt over her right shoulder to make sure the sword still nestled there, then she ran along the ledge to get ahead of the merchant. She avoided using the power of the sword while up high, not wanting to risk running out of roof. She didn’t need to rush, as the merchant was making slow progress, looking behind him as much as in front, and the thieves were content to wait. Once beyond where the thieves waited, she grabbed a gutter pipe and shinnied down. Neither the merchant nor the thieves noticed her. She crouched and waited.

The thieves stepped out of their hiding places, drawing their swords.

The merchant, looking behind him, didn’t notice them at once. When he did, his face, already bleached white by the shine of the moon, turned paler still. He backed away, pulling a heavy purse from his pocket and throwing it down to the ground. “Take that and leave me be.”

The heavier of the two robbers bent to pick it up and hefted it in his hand. “Promising. But I think you’ve got more on you.” He resumed stalking the retreating merchant.

“That’s all I have, I swear.” The merchant’s voice quaked, and his legs threatened to buckle with every step.

“Maybe we should just leave him be,” the second thief said. From the sound of his voice, he was much younger than his companion. “We have what we came for.”

Twig drew her sword and sped to the side of the closest thief. Before he had a chance to realize what was happening, Twig dragged the edge of her sword against his neck. The thief clutched his throat, trying to hold in his blood. It leaked out between his fingers. His eyes, widened in shock, stared at Twig. The thief’s companion ran away, and she let him go.

The thief still hadn’t fallen. Gurgling noises sounded in his throat. The blood, dark, dark red under the light of the moon, streamed down, blackening his clothes. Twig watched his eyes. Some religions talked of a soul, and if it was ever to be seen, then surely it was when they choked out their last breaths.

The man collapsed as he died. Just meat, Twig thought. If men had souls, they weren’t visible to her.

“The phantom,” the fat merchant said. He had fallen backward, and a stain spread across the crotch of his pants. He was even more scared than when the thieves had been pursuing him. Twig bent down to search the thief’s pockets and found several loose shards and the merchant’s purse. She pocketed the shards and squeezed the purse in her hand, wondering how much it contained. What had he been doing on the streets this late into the night? He’d been practically begging to be robbed.

“Take it,” the merchant told Twig.

No. Twig wasn’t a thief. She only took from the Takers. She tossed it, and it landed right beside the merchant. He made no move to pick it up but just stared at Twig, his lower lip quivering.

Twig glanced back to where the other thief was just disappearing down a side street. She knew where it led, so she gripped tighter on the hilt of her sword and sped up, taking a different route, stopping where she knew she could intercept him.

There, she waited, listening as the thief’s running footsteps neared. He slowed to a walk, looking behind him as he exited the side street.

“Running away from someone?” Twig asked, stepping out in front of him.

The thief fell to his knees in front of Twig. “Please don’t kill me.” He drew his sword from his scabbard and threw it away.

“Why would I let you go? You stole and were about to kill. You are a Taker.”

The remaining thief was the younger of the two, maybe eighteen. He clasped his hands together. “Please. We wouldn’t have hurt him. I’ve never killed anyone. This was my first time doing anything like this. Please. I was so hungry. If you let me go, I’ll never do anything like this again. Please.”

He closed his eyes and bowed his head, pushing his forehead into his clasped hands. He is lying. About some of it, at least. He was clearly a Taker. Even if he hadn’t killed before, he would soon.

She placed the point of her sword where his neck met his shoulder, wrapped her left hand around her right, and plunged downward. His head bounced upward, and his eyes shot open, full of accusation. Then blood spouted from his mouth, and his eyes went blank. He toppled over. If the man’s soul had just left his body, it went cursing Twig.

Twig wiped her sword on his clothes. She didn’t find any valuables in his pockets. Perhaps he had needed to steal. Though he wasn’t as skinny as Twig, he was thin all the same.

She scanned the walls for a drainpipe and a way back to the roofs. The young thief’s death made her feel uncomfortable in the way the others hadn’t. She didn’t like feeling uncertain.

She needed to talk to Bareth. He’d know what was wrong. She didn’t think killing a Taker should leave her feeling bad.

Chapter 18
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Everything looked different, a darker version of itself—every tree, every blade of grass, every leaf. Even the birdsong had changed. It shouldn’t be this way. Danger and even death were parts of an adventurer’s life. Lukin had wanted to be free of the old man—free of the weight of the man’s expectation of what Lukin should be, free of his disapproval, free of his interference. He finally was.

At the end, Lukin had learned that Flechir hadn’t cared for him, suffering him out of some sense of duty, a loyalty to some person who was surely dead. Perhaps Lukin’s real parents... though Lukin knew he would find no cure to his malaise in following that line of thinking. Flechir had always shied away from talking of Lukin’s parentage when he was alive, and Lukin would never know.

Looking down, Lukin noticed that the grass came up to the horse’s knees, then he looked up to realize he had broken out of tree cover. The mountains soared upward in front of him, looming giants with green legs, blue-gray torsos and white heads. Lukin dug his heels in, and the horse broke into a trot, the lead rope tied to Lukin’s saddle forcing Flechir’s horse to keep up. The movement made Lukin feel good, and he drove the horses into a canter. A rush of cold air splashed into Lukin’s face. He didn’t go far before slowing the horses back to a walk. If I’m caught overtiring the horses, the old man will—

The old man would do nothing ever again. Lukin blinked hard as his eyes stung. Adventurers don’t cry. They did find magic weapons and go on adventures. That was what Lukin had to concentrate on. He’d been unthinkingly following the compass in his head eastward over the past two days, and he needed to start thinking again. The weapon he’d been tracking was close. He hadn’t changed his direction in a while—the clerics could be awaiting him.

With that thought, the open space of the grassy plain no longer felt liberating—it felt exposed. The Tockery mountain range was one of the few places in Mageles that Lukin and Flechir had never visited, but they had passed close to where Lukin was presently. When they had been heading north from Pizarr to Ziallia, Flechir had pointed out the trail that led to the Tockian villages. Lukin needed to find that, for it was where he’d surely find a weaponbearer, providing Zubrios’s eagle-crests hadn’t found him first. The next-closest weaponbearer was south, most likely in Pizarr. Pizarr was one of the few places in Mageles that Zubrios didn’t control. The eagle-crests wouldn’t be able to pursue him there.

The sky was gray, but only a few drops fell throughout the afternoon, splattering Lukin’s clothes but not soaking through to his skin, the dampness drying off as fast as it arrived. With the compass in his head plus the openness of the terrain and his vague memories from passing through before, Lukin didn’t take long to find the wide trail winding upward into the mountains.

Tockians avoided contact with the rest of the world, but even so, he was surprised how empty the trail was. Afternoon was giving way to evening by the time he saw another soul, a boy, descending. The boy was tall and thin, with jerky, almost coltish movements. He wasn’t paying much attention to his surroundings, so when the boy finally noticed Lukin, he stumbled to a shocked stop. He then moved off the side of the trail, a fearful expression on his face although the trail was wide enough for them to pass each other easily.

Lukin wanted to stop, if only for a brief greeting, but the expression on the boy’s face made him decide to keep going. So he just nodded to the boy and kept on going. He had gone a few paces past when he twisted in the saddle, turning back.

After the second horse went by him, the boy struggled back onto the trail again, his legs unsteady.

“Hey.” Lukin reined back, pulling his horse to a stop. “You okay?”

The boy came to a stumbling stop. He shaded his eyes against the sunlight but didn’t say anything. I was not long ago, but I threw it all away, he thought.

“You need something? Food or water?”

As Lukin looked more closely, the boy seemed sick. He had brown wavy hair and a plain face—very ordinary looking except for the unfocused eyes and pale complexion.

“Agony of the body is good for the soul,” the boy said.

Tockians are religious nutters, of course. Still, Lukin couldn’t leave the boy in that state, barely able to stand. He dismounted and unhooked his water skin from the saddle. “The soul needs a body to house it. Won’t do any part of you any good if the body dies. What’s your name?” Lukin handed the water skin across.

The boy seemed to want to refuse help, but after a brief pause, he accepted the water skin and offered his name. “Mortlebee.”

“That’s a mouthful of a name. I bet everyone calls you Mort.”

Mortlebee shook his head then touched the water skin to his lips.

Religious nutters with stupid names, Lukin thought. The weapons had to have gone to adventurers like himself, surely. What would someone like that be doing in Tockery?

Once Mortlebee started drinking, he couldn’t stop, gulping down the water as fast as he could, rivulets running down his chin onto his clothes. When he finally finished, he gasped for breath then handed the water skin back. “Thanks.”

Already he looked much healthier. “Is it far to the Tockian villages?” Lukin asked.

Mortlebee nodded. “Several days.”

Lukin was certain the weapon wasn’t that far. “And there’s nothing between here and there?”

Mortlebee shook his head. We went as deep into the mountains as we could, hoping to be left alone. It wasn’t far enough.

Lukin rehooked the water skin to the saddle. He felt certain he’d be able to find the weaponbearer—he just had to get there before the clerics did. “I’ll say goodbye, then. Remember to take care of your body as well as your soul.”

If it wasn’t for that stupid magic bow, both of them would be fine.

Lukin froze, his foot in the stirrup, his hand on the saddle pommel. “What did you say?”

Mortlebee looked confused. “Say about what?”

Lukin slid his foot out of the stirrup and turned. The religious nutter was a weaponbearer.

“What did you do with the magic bow?” Lukin asked.

“How did you...?” Mortlebee backed away down the slope, looking sick once more. “You’re a thought-mage.”

“No... yes, I mean, no.” Way to put his mind at ease, idiot, Lukin told himself.

Mortlebee, backing away, stumbled and fell over then scrambled to his feet. Another cleric. He had gone pale.

“I’m not a cleric. I’m actually running for them, looking for you.” Lukin showed Mortlebee his ring. “I found this one morning, several days ago. It gives me the power of a thought-mage. What does your bow do?”

Mortlebee stopped reversing. “It kills people.”

“That sounds useful.”

“It’s a terrible thing.”

“Where is it now?”

“I threw it away.”

Of course you did. So much for Lukin joining up with a band of like-minded adventurers. “Did you know that the clerics could track it?”

Mortlebee shook his head.

Lukin gave a long sigh. “Let me guess: you threw it away for reasons of your soul.”

Mortlebee nodded.

“And your thinking on retrieving it would be... against?”

Mortlebee’s head bobbed up and down rapidly. “I threw it off a cliff.”

A religious nutter who forgot to eat, drink, and sleep and threw his great gift off a cliff—the adventuring gods weren’t giving Lukin much to work with. “What are your feelings toward tavern wenches?”

“Huh?”

Most likely against. Perhaps he was someone Lukin could work on, though. He was still young.

“If the weapon has been left stationary for a few days, then there’s a good chance Zubrios’s clerics will have found it. Better leave it where it is. You want to come south with me into Pizarr, Mortlebee. We can find a third weaponbearer.” Lukin hoped that bearer hadn’t been idiotic enough to throw his weapon away.

“Pizarr? That’s where the raiders live.” It was they who drove us into the mountains in the first place.

“Those are the kind of people we need to protect us from the Lord Protector.” The only other place redbirds couldn’t roam was Soylant Forest, and only magic-users could enter there.

“They are enemies of my people.”

“We won’t tell them you are Tockian.” Wouldn’t want to scare them. “Can you ride?”

“Never been on a horse before.”

Lukin sighed. Flechir had thought I was useless. Lukin had quite a job on his hands, turning the boy into a worthy weaponbearer and adventurer.

Chapter 19
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Simeon was a laughingstock, and his tribemates hadn’t been shy in letting him know it. He glared at the staff on his bed. What possessed me to tell Tarla about it? She had made an offhand comment that Simeon had put his hopes in a magic staff, and within a day everyone in Medalon—perhaps the whole of Pizarr at that stage—was laughing at him.

If he could get the staff to do some magic, he’d be able to shut them all up pretty quickly. But since that initial glow, his staff had been nothing except a well-polished and overlong piece of firewood. Simeon had searched for secret latches hidden in the wood, he’d pointed it an empty fireplace with conviction and belief that fire would be created, and he’d even tried some words from children’s stories that had released magical powers. Nothing.

Simeon sat on a stool in his bedroom by the window, looking out as the sun set on another day, wondering whether he should be glad people were laughing at him since that meant they weren’t doing worse. Despite Freid’s warning, the Men’s Council hadn’t yet moved against him.

Simeon didn’t much mind people laughing at him, but he didn’t want anyone laughing at what had happened to Xelinder. He wasn’t refusing to be raised to make a point but because of a promise. But he liked that his stand had gotten people to talk about what had happened to his friend. The tests that he and his tribemates took part in were supposed to be difficult, but they shouldn’t be deadly.

Simeon couldn’t forget, and he couldn’t break his promise. Xelinder would never be raised, so Simeon would never be raised.

He looked around the room. Like the rest of Tarla’s house, it was clean and functional. Barely big enough to fit the bed, the room’s only other furnishings were the stool and a chest for clothes. Tarla didn’t have much room for sentiment in her house, yet it was the one place he felt safe. Even after he’d gone to the barracks with his tribemates, Tarla hadn’t changed the room and had let him stay the night whenever the hardships of barracks life threatened to overwhelm him.

She had come to regret it, and the rest of Medalon saw the roots of Simeon’s weakness in Tarla’s love for him. Simeon’s stand was rooted in strength rather than weakness, but he doubted the Men’s Council would see it like that. Sitting in a darkened room and staring out into the night was hardly going to reassure anyone about Simeon’s mental state, so he stood, preparing to leave his room. He paused as he caught a glimpse of movement outside.

A single gleam of light on the edge of the horizon was all that remained of the sun, but that was enough to let him make out a cloaked figure with the hood raised, moving purposefully toward their door. It could have been someone on Women’s Council business, but Simeon knew it wasn’t. It was about him. He twisted the handle on his door then stopped and looked back at the staff on the bed.

Everyone in Medalon thought him a fool, yet still he saw the staff as the thing that would save him. He picked it up and left his bedroom.

In the fireplace, tentative flames licked at recently split firewood, and two lit lanterns hung from the rafters, bathing the main room in a warm glow. Muddy boots lined the wall by the door, and the beginnings of supper were laid out on the kitchen table. The only things out of place were the four weapons leaning against the far wall. The weapons that his tribemates had left for him were the only blot of ugliness in Tarla’s clean and well-ordered house.

Simeon heard voices and realized Tarla was just outside. He opened the front door to find her confronting the cloaked figure he’d seen earlier.

“You aren’t getting in here unless you tell me what this is about,” Tarla said.

“Let me talk to him. I’m here to help,” the cloaked figure said, glancing over Tarla’s shoulder at Simeon. The voice was a woman’s.

“That’s for me to decide.” Tarla wasn’t budging.

“I’ve just come from Medalon. Borlan is rousing up some of the others. Things are about to get ugly.”

“This is a Pizarrian matter.” As Tarla said that, Simeon realized that, from her accent, the woman was a foreigner. Not many foreigners came to Pizarr, and practically none came to the little village of Medalon.

“An outside perspective can sometimes solve an intractable internal problem.” The foreigner pushed back the hood of her cloak to reveal a middle-aged woman with unlined skin and handsome features. Her long black hair was streaked with gray. “Unless you have figured out a solution.” She gestured at the weapons by the fire. “Is the boy going to choose one of the weapons and allow himself to be raised?”

Tarla had no answer to that and stood aside. The woman tracked muddy footprints across the room as she went to stand in front of the fire. Tarla raised a hand, and Simeon could see she was about to ask her guest to take off her boots, but she let her hand drop. Tarla took off her own boots and went to the kitchen, where she resumed chopping vegetables, her shoulders slumped.

Simeon shook his head. He never thought he’d see the day when Tarla would stand aside and see mud dragged through her house. The foreigner clearly hadn’t even noticed. She wasn’t at fault—Simeon was. He had sapped the strength from his birth mother. Tarla had raised him while working on the Women’s Council and running her house and farm. However, his recent actions seemed to be too much for her to bear.

The foreigner held out her hand. “May I see it?” She didn’t specify, but what she meant was clear.

Simeon tightened his grip on the staff. “Who are you? What do you want?”

“She’s with the Armentell Order,” Tarla said. “The Councils agreed to let a party of them stay within our borders, providing them sanctuary from Zubrios. I argued against the idea.”

“I’m not in the Order,” the foreigner said. “Though I am with those Tarla mentioned. My name is Sierre, and I’m from the Invisible Towers in Soylant.” She nodded at the staff. “We created the weapons of power.”

Simeon took a step back, holding the staff closer to his body. He wouldn’t accept that it had been a mistake. “It was meant to be mine.”

“I seriously doubt that.” Sierre’s slight smile could have meant anything. “I don’t intend to take it from you, though.” She held out her arm. “May I see it?”

Simeon took a step closer and slowly stretched the staff across. His reluctance caused an age to pass before Sierre had it in her hand, and as soon as she had it, he regretted handing it over. And only a short time ago, I’d thought of it as polished firewood.

Sierre turned it in her hands. “Yes, this is it. One of the weapons of power.” She held it out, and Simeon snatched it back.

“You mean it’s true?” Tarla asked. “The staff is actually magical?”

And the whole of Medalon laughed at me, Simeon thought. “What does it do?”

“Shouldn’t you know that?” Sierre asked. “You seem definite that it was meant to be yours.”

Simeon shrugged. “I’m not a wizard.”

“That’s yet to be seen,” Sierre said. “The weapons are designed to bond to the first person to touch them, so it’s certainly yours now, even if it wasn’t meant to be.”

Simeon had first thought Sierre to be a pushy old woman like most of Tarla’s fellow councilors, but he was beginning to warm to her—she had a worldly air about her that he liked. He didn’t know what to make of her being from the Invisible Towers. Could she have real magical power?

“What happens now?” Tarla asked. “You recruit the boy in your vendetta against the Lord Protector.”

“It’s not a vendetta. We are trying to protect Mageles from him,” Sierre said. “Just because he hasn’t invaded Pizarr yet doesn’t mean you are safe.”

“If there’s a big, powerful bear in a cave, don’t go poking him with sticks,” Tarla said.

“What if the bear already controls all neighboring territories and is just gathering his strength and, once he is at the peak of his power, will be unstoppable? In those circumstances, do you let the bear be?”

“The Lord Protector has stopped expanding,” Tarla said. “He controls the fiefdoms from Soirbuz and has his treaties with the other countries.”

Simeon was glad to see Tarla still had some fight in her. He was also glad Tarla wasn’t also a wizard, or fireballs might have been whizzing back and forth between them. As it was, Simeon was leaning back almost unconsciously.

“Even in this present quiet period, Zubrios tightens his grip on each of the countries within his protectorate, increasing his recruitment of clerics, adding more so-called temples,” Sierre said. “Only Pizarr is free of his clerics, and Zubrios won’t allow that to last much longer.”

“Krillo made those arguments to the councils, and he swayed enough of us that you were allowed to stay,” Tarla said. “One of the terms was that you weren’t allowed to recruit any Pizarrians to your cause.”

“Simeon is now involved whether you like it or not,” Sierre said. “He is a bearer of one of the weapons of power. If we don’t protect him, then Zubrios’s clerics will come for him.”

“Tell me more about these weapons of power,” Simeon said, but both women ignored him.

“Zubrios can’t come for him because his clerics aren’t allowed south of the Hatori,” Tarla said. “What gives you the right to make my son a bearer?”

“No one planned for him to be a bearer, I can assure you,” Sierre said. “But it’s what’s happened. Maybe this will work out for the best. I intend to protect him from Zubrios, but first I may need to protect him from his own people. It’s best if he is first raised.”

“What makes you think you can succeed when everyone else has failed?”

I’m right here, Simeon wanted to shout, but he didn’t dare.

“Perhaps for the very reason you think I shouldn’t be involved. Because I’m a foreigner and I’m not tied to these local rituals.” Sierre turned to Simeon. “Can you explain to me why you can’t choose one of those fine weapons against the wall? It’ll make things a lot easier for everyone.”

Simeon blinked several times. The whole story would take an age to explain even to a Pizarrian. To a foreigner... He thought hard before answering her. “Have you ever made a promise with every fiber of your being? Have you ever made a promise so strong that you feel your body will just disintegrate if you break it?”

“Can’t say I have.” Sierre held his gaze for a moment. “I prepared all my arguments on the way over. I see now I might as well save my breath. So, the hard way it is.”

Tarla glanced out the window then swiftly moved to the door.

“Trouble?” Sierre asked.

“Nothing I won’t be able to handle.” Tarla opened the door, put her boots outside, and stepped into them, closing the door behind her.

“What’s happening?” Simeon asked Sierre.

“From what I heard in the village, I fear this is more than your mother will be able to handle.”

Simeon surged forward, and Sierre raised an arm to stop him. “No. You’ll only make things worse. They have come because of you, so seeing you will only inflame them. Unless you choose a weapon, the only way you can help is to stay out of sight. Let me deal with this.”

Sierre opened the door and followed Tarla outside. Simeon didn’t try to follow, but he grabbed the door so it didn’t completely close, and he retreated into the shadows of the doorway so he could watch.

Several paces from the door, a group of around a dozen men, with Borlan prominent among them, confronted Tarla.

“I would have thought a councilor would have more sense than to lead a drunken mob,” Tarla said, addressing Borlan.

“And I would’ve expected a woman’s councilor to know better than to interfere in the men’s affairs,” Borlan said. “Especially relating to raising men.”

“What part of the ritual involves a mob of men, smelling of hard spirits, arriving at the boy’s house at night?”

“If he was staying with his tribemates as he should, we wouldn’t have needed to come to your house,” Borlan said. “If you’ll step aside, we’ll take the boy back to the barracks and deal with him there.”

“Take care of him as Xelinder was taken care of?”

“We don’t interfere in the affairs of women.”

“We don’t kill children.”

Simeon gasped. He couldn’t believe Tarla was attacking Borlan so strongly.

“Hold your tongue, woman,” Borlan ordered. “You go too far. Something has to be done about the boy.”

The men around Borlan surged forward behind him, axes and swords raised in the air.

“Do you expect my son to remain a boy forever?” a man demanded.

“Abel has completed all the tests. It’s time he was raised,” another man shouted, his words slurring.

“If you’d stepped aside when the boy was a babe, as you should have, none of this would have happened,” Borlan said, his voice rising. “By the green gods, you’ll step aside now.”

The air lit up with green fire, and the men and Tarla ducked. Did Borlan’s words summon the green gods? Simeon stood transfixed, half ready to flee, half ready to run to his birth mother’s aid.

The green fire in the air faded away, and another one flared into being. Sierre, her arm raised high above her head, green fire swirling in her palm, stepped between Tarla and the men.

“You promised not to interfere,” Borlan said. Although the men behind him shuffled backward, he held his ground.

“I’m just standing between a drunken mob and a woman and child.”

“You’re a foreigner. You don’t understand our ways. This is Men’s Council business.”

“I’ll reconsider when approached by a delegation from the council that isn’t stinking of liquor.” The green energy shot from her hand, fizzing through the air to hit a water barrel out to the left of the mob. The green flames, taller than a man, clawed at the darkness. Those men who were closest to it shied away from the heat. Even inside the house, Simeon could feel the waves of heat. Then the water barrel exploded, water spraying outward. Shards of burning wood fell into the crowd, and the men scattered backward.

“I suggest you return to the tavern in Medalon.” Sierre said.

“Bloody magic users,” someone muttered.

“This is what we get for being friendly to foreigners.” Borlan scowled at the burning wood all around him. “You won’t get away with this.” He spat on the ground at Sierre’s feet and turned back up the trail, kicking one of the bigger pieces of wood out of the way.

One by one, the rest of the men did the same, spitting on the ground in front of them before following Borlan up the trail.

Tarla glared at Sierre. “You handled that in the worst possible way.”

“It needed to be done,” Sierre said.

“You should have left them to me. The Women’s Council knows how to handle Pizarrian men when they get angry. Getting their backs up is the worst thing to do.”

“Don’t pretend you had it under control,” Sierre said. “What’s done is done. The boy needs to come with me. Tonight.”

“Is that why you did it?” Tarla moved closer to Sierre, flexing her fingers down by her sides. “Manipulating the situation so the boy was forced to go with you?”

“No.” Sierre walked to a piece of wood that was still burning and kicked it over then stamped it into the ground until the flames died. “What happened tonight will make everything much more difficult for me and my companions. I wanted to persuade the boy to allow himself to be raised first, and I hoped he would then come with me.” She moved to the next still-burning piece of wood and kicked some earth over it.

Tarla removed her cloak and went to help Sierre put out the flames, slashing down at the burning wood with her cloak. Isolated green flames were quenched one by one as the two women worked their way through the front yard.

“Will he be safe?” Tarla asked in a quiet voice that cracked slightly on the last word.

“No one is safe,” Sierre said. “He has become an important person within the realm. I and my companions will do our best to protect him.”

Simeon glanced behind him into his home. That he had to leave seemed to be the only thing Tarla and Sierre had agreed on since the wizard arrived. Am I happy to go along with that? He had to make his own mind up. He looked down at the staff in his hand—he had been convinced that it would end up saving him.

The staff hadn’t helped him the way he expected, but Sierre had come because of it. Perhaps she could teach him to use the staff. Even if she didn’t, since Simeon refused to be raised, his destiny lay outside the remit of the Pizarrian Men’s Council.

There was no decision. He placed the staff against the wall and returned to his room to pack. That didn’t take long, for everything was automatic. He’d been trained in how to pack lightly. He began by wrapping flint and a sharp knife into his spare clothes. He then roped up the bundle and tied the end of the rope into a loop that fit snugly on his back. He returned to the door, put on his cloak and boots, took up his staff again, and stepped outside.

The fires were all put out. Sierre, upon seeing Simeon come out of the house, moved farther up the trail and waited. Tarla stood unmoving in the yard, staring into the darkness.

As Simeon came up behind her, she said, “I’ve done wrong by you. Can you ever forgive me?”

Simeon let the staff fall to the ground, and he embraced her. “You’ve done no wrong.” He felt a catch in his throat but was determined to hold back his tears. The parting would be hard enough without them.

Tarla accepted Simeon’s embrace but didn’t hug him back. “I should have let you go earlier. But I wasn’t strong enough. And now you are a man without a country to call his own, protected by a foreigner.”

Simeon hugged her more tightly. “The world is bigger than Pizarr.” Although that fact was obvious, Simeon had never fully considered the implications of a world beyond what he had known all his life. That was why he hadn’t even considered that leaving Pizarr behind was the only real solution to his problems. “A bunch of Pizarrian men just paid us a visit. Don’t you want better than that for me?”

Tarla suddenly embraced Simeon so fiercely that the two of them almost fell. “Much better,” she breathed.

“Having a true mother who loves me instead of just a birth mother makes me the luckiest person in Pizarr,” Simeon said. “I will never be able to repay that gift.” Tarla’s tears fell down Simeon’s neck, and he shuddered with the effort required to not cry. “You didn’t give me up to the baby-mothers, you didn’t give me up to the kiddie-mothers, you continued to protect and love me when I lived with my tribemates, and I thank you for that a thousand times over. However, now is the time to let me go.”

She squeezed him more tightly, hard enough that he thought he was going to break apart, then she released him. The orange light coming from the door of the house touched one side of her face, showing a track of tears down one cheek. “Go and don’t look back,” she said.

Simeon picked up his staff and went after Sierre. He knew he might never see Tarla and his home again, and he dearly wanted to turn around and look back one last time.

He resisted the urge and followed Sierre into the unknown darkness.

Chapter 20

[image: image]
Twig lowered her hood and walked into the spice shop. Upon seeing her, Bareth’s immediate look was one of dismay. The situation was worse than Twig had realized. Faced with that look, she couldn’t even savor the aroma of the spices. Bareth pulled down the shutters of his shop and gestured Twig into the back.

The back room hadn’t changed since Twig had recuperated there with a broken arm. The light was dim, and a small window opened out onto a black stone wall. A single bed leaned against the far wall, and a pile of clothes nestled in the corner. Chunks of bread and cheese rested on a small table along with the knife used to cut them.

Bareth pulled the chair from under the table and turned it around for Twig to sit. He lowered himself onto his bed, supporting his lower back with his right palm as he eased himself down. He waited for Twig to speak first, but no one could outwait her. In the uncomfortable silence, the spice smells took on a cloying, grating edge.

Finally, he spoke. “You have been eating well since we last met?”

Twig nodded. “Thank you. I’ve just come from eating in that kitchen.”

Another silence, then: “It’s you, isn’t it? You’re the cloaked phantom, the angel of death.”

“I’m also called the night demon.” That was a new one. She was picking up more names than the rain people.

“I knew there was something up with that sword. As soon as I saw it, I knew things had changed for you.” Bareth shook his head. “I thought it was for the better.”

“I’m not cold or hungry anymore.”

“And I’m delighted about that.” He didn’t sound delighted. He had never before gone very long without a laugh or a smile. “Or am I? I’m not even sure anymore. I thought I had things figured out. I never thought anything could make me regret helping someone.”

Twig blinked. “You don’t want to help me anymore?”

“I don’t know anything anymore. I barely sleep these days.”

Something in addition to the lack of a smile was making him seem older. Looking closer, Twig saw his skin had a waxy sheen. Twig had wanted to repay her debt to him, and instead she had caused him to age ten years. 

Bareth rubbed the crown of his head. “Perhaps I’ve just done a terrible job at helping you, and I must do better. Have you heard of Rawls?”

“The crime boss.” Everyone had heard of Rawls.

“The phantom has killed some of those who worked for him, and he’s put the word out to have you killed or captured.” Bareth paused. “Just a small warning, though there’s nothing I can do about Rawls. I can only hope to help you in other ways. By making you think, by making you see clearly.” Bareth reached forward and took Twig’s right hand in his.

She stiffened but didn’t pull away.

“How many have been killed by this phantom? By you.”

She’d killed Krawl and Feldman, plus the two from the other night. And others. Not more than ten. Twig had come to ask Bareth about killing the last one, and he seemed to think she should have spared them all. That couldn’t be right. “They were all Takers,” she explained.

“What do you mean they were Takers?”

“People who build their lives by taking from the vulnerable.”

“Does everyone who steals deserve to die?” he asked.

Twig shrugged. Krawl had deserved to die. Feldman most likely. She wasn’t sure about some of the others, which was why she had come. “Most of them. It’s not for me to decide. I just kill the Takers to help those who can’t help themselves.” When Twig had been a mouse, no one had protected her from those who would do her harm. “It’s in helping others that you save yourself.”

Bareth groaned and released Twig to touch the sides of his face with his hands. “It’s twisted. I teach you about Zeeism, and you go and use our mantra to justify what you’re doing. Killing people isn’t helping others.”

“Yes, it is.” Twig needed to understand so she could make better choices in the future. “I’m helping those who would otherwise have been robbed or killed by these men.”

Bareth retook Twig’s hand. “I desperately wanted to help you when you arrived on my doorstep last year—not just heal you but save you. It seemed to me so tragic for a young girl such as yourself to be on the streets. Even though you never smiled or laughed, I didn’t know how different you were from other girls.”

“I’ve never had much to smile about.”

“I thought that was the reason, too. I thought circumstance to be the only difference between you and the girls who giggle their way to school each morning. Then you found that sword. It’s obviously special. That was a gift, a way for you to escape the streets, to build a new life for yourself. And you chose to use it as an instrument of destruction.”

“It is a weapon. It can only be used for destruction,” Twig said. “And I only use it on the Takers.”

“They are people. Those you are killing are people who love and are loved by others.”

“No one loved Krawl.” Twig didn’t understand love, a thing beyond friendship, but she knew that much.

“I don’t want to know any details. I’m already too much a part of what you’ve done. Killing should be a last resort. You take away not only a person’s present but the memories of their past and all hope for their future. You are depriving a wife of her husband, parents of their child. A person’s death is irrevocable and can’t help but weigh heavily on those it affects.”

That didn’t sound like the death that Twig knew. Death was a sodden lump of flesh with fish bites, dragged from the sea in the clammy early morning fog. Death was a rain person who forgot to wake up one morning and remained in a sleeping hole until the carrion eaters cleaned the person up or the smell drove someone to remove the corpse. Death was the slice of a blade followed by a gasp of red bubbles, then blank eyes.

Bareth was watching her. “You don’t understand. I guess I take a normal upbringing too much for granted. Ideas which are second nature to me, to most everyone, are alien to you. That’s the difference I didn’t realize before—something that can’t be papered over by new clothes or even by a roof over your head. You’ve never known what it’s like to be part of a family or part of a community, have you? What happened to your parents?”

“I never had any.” Her first memories were of looking for food and shelter. She’d always been a rain person.

Bareth sighed. “You haven’t known any of it. Communities grow stronger when everyone works together. Parents rear their children when they are young, and children take care of their parents when they get old. It’s the connections between us that make us human. We become whole when we love each other, whether that love be parent–child, husband–wife, or just friends.”

“Those I killed weren’t my friends.”

“They were someone else’s friends. Even if they were bad people, by killing them, you took away their chance of redemption. If a shopkeeper is robbed, he can rebuild. If a rain person is beaten, he can heal. I know that killing is sometimes necessary, but a person’s life should never be taken lightly. All people everywhere are connected. When one person suffers, we are all a little worse off. When one person prospers, we are all better off. Do you see that?”

The earnestness in Bareth’s voice made Twig desperately want to be persuaded. But what he was saying just didn’t make sense. If sheltered people made more topaz or built fancier houses, that didn’t help the rain people. Krawl prospered when others suffered.

She tried to explain. “If two rats live on the same street and one sickens and dies, it means more food for the other.”

“You know there’s a difference between a rat’s death and a person’s death, right?”

“A person’s death leaves a bigger corpse.” A messier one, too.

Bareth breathed a big sigh. “Rats don’t laugh or cry. They don’t feel love or know the anguish when a loved one is hurt. If a rat broke his leg, would other rats feed him and nurse him back to health?”

“I want to repay that debt.”

“I don’t bring it up to make you feel an obligation. I do it because words can’t express what I’m trying to get across. Only by weighing actions, by seeing love and friendship in action, can you understand. Someone must have told you about me, that I would help you, didn’t they, when you had a broken arm? One of the rain people.”

Twig nodded. “A woman.” She had died since.

“She helped you, and I helped you because you were in need. That’s how the world works. Or how it works best, at least. The person you killed mightn’t be your friend or your parent, but it was someone else’s. And if you spare one person, then another day someone else will spare the life of one close to you. In the same way, you can help a stranger, expecting nothing in return, and a totally different stranger will help you just when you most need it.”

“Things don’t work the way you want them to,” Twig said.

Bareth’s words sounded nice, but they didn’t correspond to what Twig knew about the world. It wasn’t just that she had never had a family that made everything he said hard for her to accept. If all people were like Bareth, then it might be true. But what about rain people or those like Krawl or Feldman or crime bosses like Rawls?

“To repay your debt to me, though I don’t see it as a debt, you help someone else.” Bareth wearily pushed himself off his bed. “Even if, for you, that means not killing them.”

Even after everything Bareth had said, Twig still couldn’t believe all she had done was wrong. “Am I a bad person?” she asked.

Bareth had no answer for her.

Chapter 21
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Instead of daily prayers, Suma had daily curses, and Lucii was always at the top of the list. She couldn’t believe she had almost thanked him the night he’d left her. That had been before she’d known she would end up on a ship. The priests told of a paradise and an other, a fiery hell, but Suma was beginning to think the opposite of paradise would surely be a place floating upon roiling water.

Her cabin was the size of a privy chamber and about as pretty. Given that the privy chambers in the castle didn’t hurl her back and forth every time the wind picked up, she would have preferred to spend her days in one of those rather than in the cabin, despite the marginally better smell.

After over a dozen days at sea, she didn’t puke every day anymore. Still, the ship, the sea, and seafaring in general usually filled out the rest of her cursing list. The creaking timbers, the damp wood, and the harsh, briny air had become constant and hated companions.

Suma picked her book off the bed, leafed through it, then threw it back down again. She had read it too many times recently. It was all lies. The sea voyages were full of adventure, Lara always met her Gwavin, and no one’s father tried to kill her.

The Duke wasn’t on her list of curses—the immensity of what he was, of what he had wanted to do, seemed too big to fit there. Even in the bowels of the ship, she sensed clouds darkening the sky when she thought of him, and her mind skittered away.

She cursed Arron and Balti for whatever mischief they were undoubtedly involved in, and she cursed them for being so far away. She remembered her mother and young siblings and the other girls her age and—No! She forced back the tears threatening to spill. She wouldn’t spend another day moping.

Do I dare to venture up on deck? The sailors, men with stony expressions and leathery skin, always threw dark looks at her, and she feared what they would do.

Someone knocked on the door.

“Come in,” she said.

The ship boy walked in with a food tray, on top of which sat the same cold, watery stew as always. The ship boy put the tray down without raising his gaze above floor level.

“Wait.” Suma had to talk to someone before she went crazy. He was around her age, with dark, close-cropped hair and a face not yet coarsened by the salt air.

The boy bobbed his head and waited, his gaze still glued to his own toes.

“Where are you from?”

He mumbled to his feet.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t catch that.”

He looked up, caught her gaze, then glanced away. “I have to work, my lady.”

“I’m a paying passenger on board this ship.” Lucii’s friend in the carriage had barely looked at her, dumping her on the ship and telling her that passage had been paid to wherever she wanted. Though if he had paid the captain more than two shards for that privy chamber, it was too much. “I’m sure the captain wants me to be satisfied with my journey.” Threatening the ship boy just to get him to talk to me—how low I have sunk! She knew the captain couldn’t give two farts about her satisfaction, so her threat was an empty one.

“Blackstone, my lady.”

“What’s it like?” She could do with knowing more about Blackstone since she could be living there before long.

“Rainy and black, my lady.”

That didn’t help much. She hadn’t disembarked at Yalsomme, though she had been tempted to, simply to get off the ship. However, Lucii had been right to make her hear her father plot against her—it meant her fear of him outweighed the numerous discomforts. Though Uniteia and Ziallia were mortal enemies, they had split not that long before. Before the civil war thirty years earlier, they had been the same country and still had strong ties. Suma had blood in Yalsomme, cousins and other relatives she had never met. Anywhere inside Uniteia or Ziallia would still be within the Duke’s long reach.

Blackstone was their next port, and she wasn’t sure if she should disembark there. Where else, though? A coastal town farther on? Should I go all the way around to the south and to the barbarian lands of Pizarr?

The ship boy shifted his weight from one foot to the other, clearly wondering if the pause in conversation allowed him to flee.

“Do you like working on a ship?” Suma asked him. She didn’t understand how anyone could put up with it if they didn’t fear for their lives.

The ship boy shrugged.

“Better than living in Blackstone?”

He nodded.

“Really?” Perhaps I’ll have to risk the barbarians.

“We get fed every day.” He said it as though that was all one could ask for out of life.

“There isn’t much food in Blackstone?”

“Some have food.” He shrugged. “We didn’t.”

“Your parents didn’t give you any?” Suma had never considered a world where food didn’t appear each day.

“They died when I was young. My sister takes care of us. It’s now better than it was. She has a job in a tavern, and I’m old enough to work.”

“I’m sorry.” She wasn’t sure for which part. She nodded at him, indicating that he could leave.

However, he then had something to say. He opened his mouth then closed it again.

“You want to ask something?” she said.

“What’s wrong?” he blurted out.

“What do you mean?”

“You always look so sad.”

“And you don’t understand how I could be?”

“Not really, my lady. I mean, you have topaz for your own cabin and the captain’s food.”

She looked over at the swill he had brought her. The crew eats worse?

“You wear pretty dresses and have lovely yellow hair.” He flushed, mumbled something under his breath, then rushed out the door.

Suma waited until the door closed behind him then pulled some of her ragged, limp hair to the front and scowled at it. He had to have been joking about it being pretty in its current state. The way the salt air and lack of washing had ruined it sometimes made her list of curses.

She sat to spoon the stew into her mouth. If the boy waited for an answer, what would I have told him? She had a long list of reasons for being upset with her lot, of course. But after talking to the boy, most of them seemed stupid.

After finishing her stew—for once, it didn’t leave her wanting to puke—she went to her holdall and searched through until she found the hand mirror. She held it up, grimaced at the day-old tear streaks, then used a damp cloth to wipe them. Her hair would need several washes with shampoo and fresh water before it would take a brush, so she tucked it behind her ears, retrieved a long shawl from the holdall, and pulled it over her head. She smoothed out her dress—it badly needed a cleaning, but she didn’t feel like changing—and wrapped the shawl around her shoulders, folding her hands in front to hold it closed.

She exited the cabin and took hesitant steps up the narrow staircase. Just as she reached the deck, the ship shuddered. She stumbled but didn’t lose her footing. She looked up to see a man, a rope coiled around his forearm, staring at her. Fear froze her. He had swarthy skin, and his vest didn’t hide the mat of coarse hair clinging to his chest. Tattoos swirled along the left side of his face and covered his upper forearm. Suma forced a smile onto her face.

To her surprise, he smiled back then gave her a wink, the twinkle in his eye reminding her of Lucii.

Her own smile changed from forced to genuine. She nodded to him and moved past him to lean against the ship railing. A wind tugged at her shawl, and she tightened her grip on it. Undoubtedly, bad men were on board, but that was true of any group of people. Including, she thought ruefully, my own family. Perhaps especially my own family. Plotting to kill your own daughter—who does that?

She looked out across the gray expanse of the sea. The world was impossibly big, making her feel small. Directly overhead, glimmers of light danced along the edge of dirty white clouds while in the distant sky, thick bands of dark cloud swirled. Choppy waves broke against the dark hull of the ship. Leaning over the railing, she could just about read its name: The Tireless Traveler. She had been cast out into the vastness of the wider world, and she couldn’t hide from it.

The ship’s boy, half stumbling upon seeing her, managed not to spill anything from the tray he carried.

“The tavern in Blackstone where your sister works,” Suma called out to him, “does it have a name?”

“Ma’s Kitchen.” He hurried on.

Ma’s Kitchen, she mouthed. I like that. Taverns often rented out rooms. She didn’t have a clue what she would do when she got there, but at least she had a destination. It was a start.

Chapter 22
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Simeon was wrenched from a dream by a rope. One moment, he was sitting in front of the fire on a stool with Tarla opposite in the dreamworld, the next, his legs were dragged up into the air with a rope tied around his ankles. Unfortunately, the rope was very much in the real world.

He twisted his body around until he could see his captor. To his shock, it was Sierre. “What do you think you are doing?” he asked angrily. It was early morning; the red light of dawn glowed on the horizon, and dew glistened on the patterned chaos of myriad spider webs—much too beautiful a morning for betrayal.

Sierre didn’t answer. She’d thrown the rope over a high branch, and as she pulled downward, Simeon’s feet rose higher and higher. Simeon twisted back and forth, but he was powerless to escape. All he got for his troubles was a faceful of cold dew as his head was dragged along the ground. He spat out blades of grass. “I should never have trusted you.”

The higher he got, the heavier the weight on the rope and the harder it was for Sierre to continue pulling. His shoulders were still on the ground when she decided to tie off the rope.

“You are right. You shouldn’t have trusted me.” Sierre’s expression was cold and dark as she looked down at him. She seemed a whole different person.

What had happened? As they’d traveled, he’d come to like her more and more. It had only been one full day since he’d left Medalon, but they had talked most of the time, and Simeon had quickly become comfortable in her presence, feeling as though he’d known her much longer. In just a short time, his knowledge of the world outside Pizarr and about how magic worked had expanded considerably.

He’d learned how magic was divided into six powers: thought, speed, strength, energy, portal, and shield. Most mages in Mageles could only control a single power. Each of the five weapons gave their bearer one of the powers. Because Mezziall had only five powers, no one in Mageles—with the exception of Zubrios—had access to shield magic. That was why the wizards hadn’t been able to create a shield weapon. Mages had a limited amount of power available, which was why they stored the magic in crystals. The weapons of power, on the other hand, were able to generate magic from the energy of their bearers.

Simeon’s mind had been abuzz with all the new information, and when they went to sleep the night before, he’d had no hint that anything was amiss.

“Why are you doing this?”

“I came to Medalon to find aid in the battle against Zubrios. Yesterday, I learned you are useless to me.”

“That’s not my fault.” Out of the five weapons of power, only the staff required that the bearer be a magic user. Sierre had tested Simeon with her color-changing crystals and found that Simeon possessed no magical power.

“Doesn’t matter if it’s your fault or not.” Sierre placed a thin book on the ground close to Simeon’s head. On it she placed a yellow crystal and a small black pouch. Inside the pouch, Simeon could just about see a purple crystal. “It only matters if you are going to be useful or not.”

Sierre had used the crystals and the pouch to test Simeon the day before. The yellow crystal turned blue when it was out of the light. The purple crystal turned red when out in the open. Color-changing crystals were used to store magic, Simeon had learned. When out in the open, they were ready to release magic, and when exposed to little or no light, they were capable of storing magic.

Sierre picked up Simeon’s staff and thumped him in the side with it.

Simeon didn’t react but simply glared at her. He had faced worse from his tribemates, and he wasn’t going to cower before a treacherous foreigner. “Do your worst.”

“That’s worse than you could imagine. You saw what I could do to a water barrel. Don’t think that because you can take a few thumps of a stick you are immune to what I can do.” Sierre nodded down at the crystals. “Now, either draw magic from the yellow crystal or add magic to the one in the pouch.”

“I already tried.”

“I hope that half-hearted effort you gave yesterday wasn’t your best effort.” She thumped him in the side again. “You are no use if you aren’t a magic user.”

“What happens if I fail again?”

“You don’t want to know.”

Each weapon was bonded to a bearer. Sierre hadn’t said if the bond could be broken and another bearer chosen. Would my death break the bond and allow Sierre to take the weapon for herself? The five chosen to receive the weapons had gathered together in Wellan’s Hollow in southern Pizarr, and she had been chosen to be the staff bearer. Is she cold blooded enough to kill me? With the Sierre of the day before, Simeon would have said no way. He had no idea what the cold Sierre of that morning was capable of.

Punctuating that thought, Sierre hit him again, harder that time. “Do it.”

Simeon expelled a burst of air but didn’t shout. With his legs tied up above his body and only his shoulders, arms, and head touching the ground, he was helpless. His only way to escape was to do as she said.

He glared at the yellow crystal. He thought he’d tried his best the day before, but he had to hope that Sierre had been right about his effort being half-hearted. As she had instructed, he focused on the magical store of an energy core then imagined drawing from that core. He felt nothing.

After several minutes, he switched his focus to the crystal inside the pouch. With that one, he imagined an empty core and tried to fill it. If the purple crystal had a center, then it was bottomless, because Simeon focused all his rage at Sierre for deceiving him and Tarla into the heart of the crystal.

Sierre hit him again with his staff. “You’re not trying.”

“I am bloody trying,” Simeon snarled back.

“Then you have to have felt something. Some resistance, some feeling of a central point within the crystal.”

“Try this one.” Sierre took another crystal from her pocket and put it beside the other.

It was also yellow, but it looked like a piece of topaz, maybe ten shards worth. “Is that—”

“Just try,” Sierre shouted.

Simeon turned his head and stared at the second crystal. Should I pretend to feel something? “This time, I can definitely—”

“Stop lying.” Sierre thumped him again.

With all her strikes hitting roughly the same place, each one hurt a little more. The last had felt like a mule kick. Simeon gritted his teeth but managed not to shout. “Still nothing.”

“Is it exactly the same as with the other crystals? No difference?”

“Nothing is nothing is nothing.”

Sierre drew back the staff. Simeon tensed, but the blow never came.

Instead, Sierre dropped the staff and put her hands to her face. “I’m sorry.” When she dropped her hands, the coldness had disappeared. “I shouldn’t have done that. Simeon, I’m so sorry. I just feel so desperate. I should never have been chosen to be a bearer.”

“Maybe release my ankles.” Simeon’s anger had become mixed with confusion.

“Of course. What am I thinking?” Sierre raced over to where the rope was tied off. “You must think I’m a terrible person.” Her hands were shaking, and she struggled with the knot.

“Pretty much,” Simeon said. “Why?” At least he wasn’t going to be killed for his lack of magical ability.

Sierre gave up on the knot and drew her belt knife and used that to saw through the rope. Simeon’s legs fell, and he hit the ground hard.

Sierre’s hand flew to her mouth. “Mezziall. Sorry. I should have let you down gently.”

“Stop saying sorry and tell me why.”

She had gone from a tough, capable woman rescuing him to a murderous fiend torturing him and then to someone coming apart at the seams.

“The weapons of power were our only hope, and it’s all gone terribly wrong,” she said.

“Not ‘Why are you desperate?’ Why were you torturing me and threatening to kill me?”

“Torturing? I would never.” She sat down heavily and returned her head to her hands. “I guess that’s what I was doing.”

Simeon leaned forward to untie the knots around his ankles. He thought she was crying, but when she lowered her hands again and looked up, her eyes were clear. “Those who make fun of the Invisible Towers are right,” she said. “We are a mess. But it’s not our fault. Those given magical power aren’t automatically the bravest or the strongest or the cleverest. It’s just random. One of those with the most magical power is an old man with the mind of a child. Another is a woman who never leaves her room. Most of the magic users with ambition have joined Zubrios’s clerics. The remainder hide in Soylant Forest. I was the one chosen to be a weaponbearer.” She made a face. “The worthiest of a pitiful lot, I guess.”

Simeon couldn’t stay angry with her. The rope around his ankles came free, and he stood up. He was drenched with dew, and the fading yellow bruises on his torso would be replaced by a large black one. Other than that, he wasn’t in terrible shape. “How did the weapons-of-power spell go wrong?”

“We don’t know. We only had scraps of old documents to piece together how to create it. The Order brought us all the color-changing crystals they could find, and over several years, we shaped the spell inside those crystals. Just days before it was due to be cast, the spell was released, and we aren’t sure how. We didn’t even know that the weapons were actually created until I heard rumors about a boy in Medalon with a magic staff, and I found you. You’re probably sorry I ever heard of you.”

“Not at all.” Simeon rubbed his side. “This little bruise is much less than Borlan would have given me if you hadn’t rescued me.” Simeon figured he might as well make light of it—no point in adding to the blame Sierre was already putting on herself. “You still haven’t explained why, though.”

“When testing a candidate for magic, it often doesn’t manifest itself at once. Some people have gone through months or years of testing before their ability is unlocked. Often, strong emotions, particularly negative emotions, are involved when a young person first demonstrates his power. I doubt we have months or years, so I thought to jump ahead.”

“You couldn’t warn me, or the feelings wouldn’t be genuine. Is that it?”

“True hate and anger are impossible to fake.”

Knowing the reason, Simeon felt even less angry. He bent and picked up his staff. If he could learn to control magic, he could use the staff to portal to any part of Mageles—an incredible power, wasted in his hands. If Sierre’s tactic had succeeded, he would certainly have seen the blows as worth the cost. “So is it possible I can still use magic—I just haven’t figured out how to unleash it yet?”

Sierre stood and picked up the two yellow crystals. As she did so, one of them flickered as the color changed slightly. “You definitely couldn’t tell any difference between these two crystals when trying to access the magic within them?”

Simeon shook his head.

“This one is just a topaz shard.” She held up the one that hadn’t flickered and pocketed it. “Useful only for buying stuff. The other,” she covered it with her second hand until Simeon saw it change to blue, “can store magic. Those with any kind of affinity can usually detect a center to the color-changing crystals that they don’t feel with a normal crystal.” She sighed.

It was a sigh of resignation. She clearly didn’t hold out much hope that Simeon would ever find magical ability within it. Simeon remembered the morning he’d found the staff. He’d lost a tooth to a blow from Freid. When he’d hobbled down the slope toward Tarla’s house, the staff had not just supported him physically, it had given him hope. Whatever Sierre said about the spell being miscast, the staff had been meant to come to him. He knew that idea was stupid if looked at logically, but he couldn’t help but feel that the staff was a final gift from Xelinder. Despite Sierre’s doubts, Simeon would learn to use the weapon.

“You said the magic of the spell was released early,” Simeon said. “Was it accident or sabotage?”

“At first, we assumed it had to be an accident,” Sierre said. “Then a special crystal tied to the weapons went missing.”

“The Lord Protector?”

“We don’t know.” Sierre still looked lost. When Simeon took a step forward and reached for her, she shied away.

“It’s okay,” Simeon told her then gripped her forearm. “I just wanted to tell you that you did the right thing this morning. I know it was hard for you, and I’m glad you found the strength to carry through.” He felt weird thanking someone for trussing him up and beating on him as if he were one of those practice dummies that he and his tribemates beat the straw out of, but he wanted the strong and capable version of Sierre on his side even if that mask was as thin as paper. “At least we now know that unleashing the power of the staff is not as simple as getting me angry.”

Simeon’s words didn’t affect Sierre exactly as he had hoped. She looked ready to cry from gratitude rather than guilt.

“Thank you,” she said.

He’d made her happier but not stronger.

“Let’s continue to Wellan’s Hollow and the others,” Simeon said. He had been expecting his mysterious rescuer to provide him with strength and purpose, not the other way around.

Chapter 23
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“Maybe we should give ourselves up.”

Lukin’s disgusted look was Mortlebee’s only answer.

Mortlebee didn’t need thought-mage power to know that the other boy thought him an idiot. And Mortlebee couldn’t defend himself, for he’d felt like an idiot since meeting Lukin. Mortlebee couldn’t ride and didn’t know how to make camp or take care of horses.

He had started to learn, but their journey might have been coming to an abrupt end already. They were sheltered in a small copse of trees overlooking the village of Fordhaven. Beyond the village lay the dark green waters of the Hatori River, wide and fast flowing, and beyond that, the lush forests of Pizarr. A small rickety wooden bridge spanned the Hatori. Everything was exactly as Lukin had said it would be except for the twenty clerics guarding the Fordhaven side of the bridge.

“We could turn back,” Mortlebee said. “The plan failed.” With two nearby crossings into Pizarr, one in Newbridge and the other in Fordhaven, Lukin had led them directly toward Newbridge then diverted toward Fordhaven in a mad dash.

“The plan hasn’t failed,” Lukin said. “Sure, there’s a few redbirds down there. They are all robin-crests, though, with perhaps one sparrow-crest or raven-crest to lead them. No sign of the eagle-crests I told you about. The main force is probably still waiting for us in Newbridge. The small troop here is just a precautionary step by the clerics.” Lukin slapped the neck of his horse, standing behind him. “So these guys didn’t build up a sweat in vain.” Both horses had started to nose at nearby tufts of grass, though their chests still rose and fell heavily and, as Lukin had mentioned, their coats were slick with sweat.

The mention of the hard ride reminded Mortlebee of the soreness in his thighs and lower back. He leaned against the side of a tree, his legs slightly apart, his knees bent. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to walk for a while, never mind whatever Lukin wanted them to do. Fly? “It might not have failed, but it didn’t exactly succeed.” Mortlebee was trying to come up with a nonconfrontational way of saying, Of course it renka failed. Already Mortlebee was picking up Lukin’s curse words. “The clerics down there might not have any magic, but they do have swords.”

“It would be handy to have an offensive magic weapon right about now,” Lukin said. “You know, maybe a bow that could shoot energy.”

“Wouldn’t matter,” Mortlebee said. “I wouldn’t use it to kill anyone. Not again.”

“Of course not.” Lukin sighed in an exaggerated manner.

“What about turning back?” Mortlebee asked even though he knew Lukin would probably dismiss the idea, likely mentioning adventurers. Lukin had done most of the talking over the past few days.

“We can’t turn back. With that crystal the clerics have, they will find us eventually if we stay north of the Hatori. We must get into Pizarr, where they won’t be able to follow. Also, there we’ll find a third weaponbearer. And we must make our move fast before the eagle-crests figure out we are intending to cross here.” He glanced to the west, where the sun was dipping toward the horizon. “When the odds are against them, adventurers find ways to succeed.” Lukin looked Mortlebee straight in the eye. “Yes, I did mention adventurers. And no, we didn’t renka fail. Nor are we going to fly.”

Stupid renka magic ring.

Lukin grinned. “This village is called Fordhaven because before the bridge, there was the ford. It’s possible to cross in the shallows here. And as soon as it gets dark, that is what we shall do.”

Mortlebee frowned. With twilight approaching, the Hatori’s waters were turning from dark green to black. The darkness didn’t hide the strength of the current. “I can’t swim.”

“Not to worry,” Lukin said. “Trust me. Only the horses’ feet will be getting wet. We won’t be doing any fighting either, so you won’t have to break any of your religion’s—what are they?—guidelines.”

“Laws,” Mortlebee said.

The scrolls of Kale became thousands of times harder to follow outside of Tockery. He didn’t want to be considered a coward as well as an idiot by Lukin, but Kale taught avoiding situations that would lead to confrontation. Mortlebee wasn’t a religious scholar, but he figured that trying to sneak past a contingent of soldiers under cover of darkness was exactly the kind of thing that Kale preached to avoid. However, Mortlebee didn’t see what else he could do. He had been lucky enough that Lukin had found him—he didn’t have any idea what he would have done or where he would have gone without the Soirbuz adventurer. Yet the further he strayed from the teachings of Kale, the harder it would be to return. He needed to start making his heart purer, not to add to its sins.

Lukin unstrapped a sword from around his waist and attached it to the saddle of his horse. “Best to tie everything heavy to the horses to be on the safe side,” he said. “Anything that might weigh you down. Including cloaks and boots.”

“I thought only the horses’ feet would be getting wet.” “Trust me,” he’d said.

“No harm in taking precautions.”

After stuffing his boots and cloak into the saddlebags, Mortlebee took advantage of the last of the daylight to stretch his legs. After a bit of walking, he could stand almost upright again, though he wasn’t looking forward to getting back in the saddle again.

The time when they had to make a move came sooner than he liked. Lukin mounted and nodded for Mortlebee to do the same. Mortlebee hesitated. Everything Father had taught him screamed for him to turn away. However, Father was with him no longer. He had sent Mortlebee into the wider world, and he had to find his own way. He stuck a bare foot into a stirrup then vaulted himself onto the horse. He winced as his chafed and bruised thighs settled back into the saddle.

Lukin’s horse left the shelter of the trees and started down the slope. Mortlebee wrenched on the reins and kicked his heels into his horse’s flanks until it got the idea that it should follow Lukin’s horse. The moon had not yet risen, and the grayness of twilight still hadn’t given way to full darkness. In the silence of the night, the horses’ hoofsteps sounded too loud. Renka. Mortlebee’s heartbeat sounded too loud.

They circled around the far side of the village. As they passed the first house, a dog raced out and broke the night’s silence with a torrent of barking. Mortlebee’s horse shifted beneath him, snorting. Up ahead, Lukin patted the neck of his horse and made soothing sounds. Mortlebee tried to copy him. His horse, though, didn’t want to be calmed and turned toward the dog and charged it.

The dog fled, and Mortlebee regained control of his horse. Mortlebee glanced around nervously, but they were still a distance from the center of the village, and the bridge was beyond that. Most likely, they hadn’t given away their presence to the redbirds. The dog, farther back, barked a bit longer before deciding they were no longer a threat and wandering away.

Lukin turned in the saddle, and Mortlebee could just about make out his silhouette well enough to tell that he was slowly shaking his head. I’ve only had three days to learn how to ride. Mortlebee transmitted the thought then patted his horse’s neck as it resumed following Lukin’s horse at a walking pace.

Lukin changed direction slightly, leading them even wider around the village. Inside the houses of Fordhaven, fires were being lit one by one, orange squares popping into being as the light escaped the windows. Mortlebee felt a squeeze in his chest. In the darkness, Fordhaven could have been Bluegrass.

The horses’ hoofsteps changed timbre, becoming more of a sucking sound than a thudding sound as the ground became soggy. A faint glint of starlight reflected off the slick black water just paces ahead. Mortlebee swallowed hard. Are we just going to direct the horses straight into the water? How deep are these shallows?

Mortlebee’s head jerked to the left at the snap of a twig. A shadow moved impossibly quickly from the trees on the bank, stopping at the head of Lukin’s horse. The horse half reared up, but the shadow, clearly a man, grabbed it around the neck and pulled it back down to a standing position.

“Ull Axilium,” Lukin said.

The eagle-crest with strength-mage and speed-mage powers, Mortlebee remembered. They were well and truly caught. Perhaps it was for the best.

“You know my name,” Ull Axilium said. “How delightful. I presume, therefore, you know enough not to try to escape.” He raised his voice and directed it toward the bridge. “I’ve caught them. Come quick.”

Mortlebee was relieved they’d been captured, but Lukin had other ideas. He kicked hard on the flanks of his horse. The horse strained forward, but Ull Axilium held firm. The horse fell, twisting sideways, neighing in distress, and Lukin was flung from the saddle.

Mortlebee’s horse, spooked, reared back on two legs, and Mortlebee threw his arms around the horse’s neck, only just holding his seat. His horse galloped away from the riverbank and into the darkness.

“One is getting away,” Ull Axilium shouted.

Mortlebee clung tightly to the horse’s neck, half unseated, struggling not to fall off. He managed to get his head around enough to see that Ull Axilium had Lukin by the shoulder. Perhaps this is for the best. Get away from Lukin and avoid the confrontation with the clerics. Lukin had only been a bad influence. Mortlebee would never be able to purify his heart while traveling with him.

But a little voice inside his head was screaming at him to turn back and help his friend. Listening to that little voice had only ever gotten him into trouble, and he knew he had to ignore it. “Fleeing confrontation is not cowardice,” the scrolls of Kale taught. “True bravery lies in ignoring base instincts that can only lead to escalation.” Mortlebee just needed to hold on and let the horse take him away.

Even as he told himself that, he knew he couldn’t do it.

He regained his seat and yanked on the left-hand rein. The horse resisted, but Mortlebee persisted, eventually getting enough control to force it to come around in a wide circle.

Several men and women from the village had come out of their houses to find the cause of the commotion and were forced to jump back as Mortlebee flashed past on his horse. With darkness all around him, Mortlebee was only seeing things at the last moment. Several clerics appeared in front of him, and Mortlebee managed to direct the horse to stay to the left. Most of the clerics, faced with the out-of-control horse, retreated, but one stepped forward and tried to run alongside and grab the horse. Mortlebee kicked out, making slight contact, just enough to knock the man back.

Then Ull Axilium and Lukin were in front of Mortlebee’s charging horse. Adrenaline roared through his body, and Mortlebee shouted, a mindless bellow. He had no plan, no idea what was going to happen next. Cold night air rushed at his face, stinging his eyes.

Ull Axilium shifted away so quickly he seemed to disappear. Mortlebee clenched tightly with his legs, gripped the pommel of the saddle with one hand, and reached down with the other hand toward Lukin. As the horse flashed past him, Lukin jumped, reached up, and grabbed Mortlebee’s arm. The coordination was perfect, as though they had practiced it a thousand times, their arms interlinked and Lukin soaring upward.

Or so it seemed for one heartbeat. Then Mortlebee realized he wasn’t pulling Lukin up. Rather, Lukin was pulling Mortlebee off the horse. Mortlebee braced himself for impact, then a loud splash sounded, followed by a smaller splash, then his face hit water.

Then he was immersed in cold water, sinking downward, the current dragging at his clothes. He opened his mouth to scream and swallowed water. His mind screamed at him. He was drowning.

Chapter 24
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As Lukin kicked against the current, surfacing with adrenaline coursing through him like wildfire, he wanted to do it all over again.

Being captured by Ull Axilium had been disappointing. He’d been sure he was done for at that point. Then out of nowhere, and roaring like a bull in heat, Mortlebee had charged them on his horse. What a magnificent, beautiful, crazy idiot he was. Lukin had jumped up to grab Mortlebee’s arm, gone hurtling upward, only to be immediately dunked into the cold water of the river. It was awesome.

I’m drowning, I’m drowning, I’m drowning, oh Kale, I’m drowning...

From Mortlebee’s thoughts, he wasn’t taking things as well. Lukin kicked strongly enough to keep his head above water while he twisted around, searching the churning blackness all around him. He wasn’t the best swimmer in the world, but he’d found that as long as one didn’t panic, things tended to work out. Perhaps he should have mentioned that to Mortlebee. Though from the boy’s panic-flooded thoughts, he doubted the Tockian would be doing any clear thinking regardless of what he’d said.

Lukin heard a series of small splashes and swam in that direction. “Mortlebee,” Lukin shouted. He could still hear a stream of panicked thoughts but couldn’t see anyone. A splash just behind. Lukin turned and, after taking a deep breath, dived under the water. He grabbed blindly with his hands in front of him but surfaced without grabbing anything. He took another breath then dived again. That time, his hand met cloth. He pulled it closer, managed to hook an arm around a body, then kicked to the surface.

Lukin sucked in another breath then turned Mortlebee onto his back, making sure his head was above water.

Kale take me to the place of eternal peace to rest. Kale take me to the eternal place of peace to rest.

Lukin slapped Mortlebee across his face to remind him he was still alive. Mortlebee coughed out water, then when he realized he wasn’t quite dead, his panic returned. His arms flailed, and he hit Lukin in the face. Lukin let go, and Mortlebee sank below the water before bobbing up again. Then the current gripped him and swirled him downriver past Lukin.

I’m drowning. Save me. I’m drowning.

I’m renka trying, Lukin thought, but you aren’t making it easy. He swam with the current. He grabbed for Mortlebee’s clothes, but his fingers were too numb to grip. Lukin struggled to grab hold of Mortlebee, realizing how cold he was and how much energy had been drained from him. Mortlebee fought against Lukin’s help, though his struggles were just as weak. By accident, Lukin elbowed Mortlebee in the face, stunning the other boy into stillness.

I’m drowning, came the thought but with less panic.

Lukin maneuvered his body beneath Mortlebee’s, stroking and kicking to keep them both above the water.

Above, the stars shone with a cold light. The river current pulled strongly, and choppy waves dashed over their heads. Lukin’s lips trembled, and each stroke became harder than the last. His clothes felt heavy, and Mortlebee was a dead weight on top of him.

So cold, Mortlebee thought.

Can’t argue with you there, buddy. Even thinking was becoming difficult. Lukin’s mind clouded in a cold fog. Have to get out. He bobbed below the water and swallowed water. He coughed it up, looking around and seeing nothing but darkness.

To the left, came a thought from Mortlebee. The bank.

Lukin turned his head. When he concentrated, he could make out treetops outlined by starlight. They weren’t too far away. He summoned all his energy reserves and kicked in that direction. An adventurer doesn’t die like this, he told himself. A famous adventurer doesn’t end up a soggy corpse at the bottom of a stupid river. An adventurer goes out in a blaze of... Thoughts came more and more slowly. He tried to kick harder, but his legs were barely responding anymore.

Suddenly, a deeper blackness reared up in front of them, and Lukin realized the current was taking them into the bank. That was their last chance to get out before the cold sapped away every scrap of his energy. Lukin stroked with one arm, but with no strength in it, he made no headway. That didn’t matter, though. The current was propelling them straight into the bank. Lukin braced himself, but they didn’t hit. Instead, the bank deflected the water, and they were swept alongside. Lukin stretched out an arm, reaching, reaching.

His arm hooked around a root, and the force of the water sent them spinning hard against the bank. Mortlebee crashed into it, and Lukin landed on top of him. Lukin’s breath was forced from him, and he lost his grip on the root. He slid off Mortlebee, who clung to the bank with both hands, and back into the water. The current grabbed him again, pulling him farther into the river. Lukin dug his fingers into the bank, coming away with handfuls of mud. One knee hit the bottom of the riverbed, for the river was only half a pace deep at that point. The water continued to claw at Lukin’s clothes, as the Hatori was still not done with him. Lukin’s hand made contact with something more solid, a stone, and he managed to stop the backward momentum with the knee and the hand.

He strained forward, but he couldn’t pull himself any farther. The current was too strong, and he was too weak. He could just about hold himself steady, but only a tiny flame of energy remained. His fingers couldn’t hold on any longer.

Hang on, came a thought, and Lukin looked up.

Clumps of dirt fell as the Tockian clambered down. Careful, Lukin wanted to warn him. Mortlebee stamped one foot into the water up to his knee then bent down to wrap his arm around Lukin’s shoulder. The pressure on Lukin’s fingers eased.

One last push.

Lukin squeezed his eyes shut, reached deep inside himself for everything he had left, and threw himself forward. Even with Mortlebee’s help, he only made it half a step closer. With that half step, though, the pull of the current lessened, and the next step was easier. They slithered up the bank arm in arm.

At the top, Lukin fell face down in the mud, totally spent.

You can’t stay here.

Lukin couldn’t do anything else. He was just too tired and too cold to move.

Something slapped his cheek. Get up!

Lukin wasn’t sure if thoughts could be shouted, but if so, that one was. He pushed himself to his hands and knees and crawled up a bit farther to where Mortlebee was taking off his clothes. Lukin collapsed onto his belly again.

Get undressed.

Lukin turned onto one side and tried to pull off his clothes. His hands shook, and his fingers wouldn’t work. He couldn’t grip the wet clothes.

Mortlebee had to help him. Lukin even had difficulty holding his arms over his head to allow Mortlebee to pull his soggy tunic over his head.

The cold was even worse when he was naked. The wind cut through him, burning his skin and plunging an additional chill deep inside him, like an icicle to the heart.

Into the trees. Mortlebee helped Lukin to his feet.

They staggered forward a few steps before Lukin fell.

I have to keep going. Follow me.

Mortlebee disappeared into the trees. Lukin tried to get back to his feet and failed. He lay for a few moments then crawled forward. He could barely remember where he was going or why. He just knew he needed to shift a hand forward, then a knee, then the other hand.

Adventurers lived for moments when the darkness was greatest. When all seemed lost, did Huell give up? No. That’s why he was celebrated in songs and stories as Huell the Giant. Lukin was determined that he would be as famous one day.

The trees crowded over Lukin, blocking out the starlight. Lukin crawled through the darkness toward a faint whirring sound.

Mortlebee, crouched over, was rubbing two sticks together. Lukin collapsed beside him.

Don’t stop moving. Start rubbing yourself all over. Violent shivers racked Mortlebee’s body.

Lukin rubbed his fingers against his thighs but couldn’t feel anything. It felt as if he was rubbing ice against ice.

He smelled a whiff of smoke, and a short time later, an orange flame sparked into life. Mortlebee leaned on his side and blew on the flame, adding kindling and nursing it into the beginnings of a fire. He added a few small twigs then turned to where Lukin rubbed slowly at his thigh and chest.

“Get closer to the fire,” Mortlebee ordered, stopping his teeth from chattering long enough to get the few words out.

Lukin crawled closer, but the fire supplied no heat.

Mortlebee took Lukin’s hands and began to rub them vigorously until the icy sensation thawed a bit.

Now rub your hands against your body again. But harder this time.

Lukin did, and that time, he started to get some feeling in his skin.

“Harder.” Mortlebee rubbed his hands up and down his own shivering body, then reached down to rub Lukin’s feet and toes, then returned to running his hands up and down his own legs.

As Lukin started to rub his arms, the faintest whiff of heat from the fire touched his skin, and he knew he would live.

Chapter 25
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Twig’s knees were higher than her head, and her shoulders faced a different direction from her hips. She was getting too big for that hiding spot. It was a favorite, though, giving her something none of the others did, a chance to eavesdrop on the private conversations of sheltered people. Perhaps Bareth would consider it her need for connection, her desire to be part of the human experience that brought her back again and again. What does he know? she thought sulkily.

She couldn’t see anything, but as she shifted about to try to get more comfortable, she sensed charcoal dust particles swirling around her. She wished more chimneys were in such a bad state of repair that she could fit inside them.

A grumble of noise rose up from the tavern below. The voices were coarsened and muffled by their journey up the chimney, but when she concentrated, Twig could understand what was said. She could only use that location when the weather was warm and no fire had been lit. Several times, she’d had to flee the chimney quickly, coughing up lungfuls of smoke and chased by a rising heat.

She closed her eyes and listened to the voices coming up the chimney. The rumble of noise sorted itself into words and sentences. After a while, she recognized the voices well enough to make out which ones came from which conversation. She knew from experience that the topics could range from fantastic stories of faraway lands to complaining about a wife that wouldn’t clean the house. From her sooty perch, Twig had heard tales of romance, of whorehouse debauchery, of friends’ betrayals, of dangers faced, of trades made—a parade of endless stories from a faceless mass of taverngoers.

Much of what she knew about sheltered people’s lives and the world around her came from listening in that spot. However, filtered through drunken exaggerations and with little experience to anchor it, the world presented to her in that way was a shadowed reflection of reality, she knew. At times, she couldn’t differentiate truth from lie, fact from embellishment. Sometimes, though, they talked about streets she knew, events she had seen, people she knew to be real. She’d even heard her recent adventures discussed. It wasn’t all false.

She focused on the voices.

Gravelly voice: “No one can deny that Mezziall is a god.”

Squeaky voice: “Only idiots think he is god. He was a man, just like you or me. Except with the power to fart fireballs.”

Gravelly, getting angry: “So every single person from Uniteia and Ziallia is an idiot.”

Squeaky: “Most likely. Surely even idiots know he crossed the Grell Barrier.”

Gravelly: “The Grell Barrier is just the end of the world. There’s nothing beyond it.”

Squeaky: “You’re messing with me. You have to have heard about Halcone and Grell and how the angels and dragons and magic users were expelled from Mageles.”

Gravelly, shouting: “Nothing but myths and legends.”

She tuned them out. Mezziall the Uniter had been a real person, but she knew from experience that arguments about whether he was a god or just a powerful wizard who had crossed the Grell Barrier always descended into shouted arguments and fights.

Religious discussions often ended like that. No one ever accepted the other person’s views. That was one of the reasons Twig didn’t accept everything Bareth told her. He was a truly good person, but he believed his religion true and the other ones false. Those from Uniteia and Ziallia believed that Mezziall was a god. Some from Soirbuz said that Zubrios was a god even though he was still alive. Zeeists thought everyone should help each other. Followers of Kale were said to believe in total nonviolence, which was so unbelievable that it probably couldn’t be true. Pizarrians wanted the freedom to attack whomever they desired.

Are there core truths somewhere in all the religious discussions? It had seemed right to her what she had done, taking from the Takers, saving rain people from those like Krawl. At the same time, she trusted Bareth, and he thought what she was doing, what she had become, was monstrous. She touched the leather of her scabbard, which she held tightly to her side. She didn’t want to go back to being a mouse. Should I ignore Bareth’s advice? Is there another way?

She listened again to the voices.

“He made me clean the whole shop floor three times. And he was the one with the muddy boots.” Someone was complaining about his boss.

She tuned into another conversation.

“I tell you the Lord Protector is up to something. I’ve never seen so many of Zubrios’s clerics around Blackstone.”

“Keep your voice down, in Mezziall’s name. Be careful what you say about the Lord Protector. You never know who might be listening.”

Their voices disappeared under the hubbub, and Twig focused on another conversation. She froze as she heard herself mentioned.

“There’s been no reports of the cloaked phantom in the last several days. Why has it gone silent?”

“It’s not an it. It’s a man, mark my words, and he’s gone into hiding. He’s scared. Once Rawls let people know that he was looking for this phantom, he went quiet.”

“I’m not sure it is a man. Did you hear the stories? Made of shadows, they say, able to disappear into the darkness. Moves with unearthly speed, has a sword made of light that can cut through metal.”

“These things are always exaggerated. It’s a man. Would an actual demon be scared of Rawls?”

“It would if it had any sense.”

Twig had heard enough. She had to suck in her breath and shove with all her strength to squeeze out of the hole in the side of the chimney, realizing she really needed to stop using that perch, no matter how much she liked it. What if I got jammed the next time they lit the fire? The sword wouldn’t save me then. She dusted off the charcoal and attached the scabbard to her back underneath her cloak.

Whatever was true about the land beyond the Grell Barrier, Rawls was real. Though feared throughout Blackstone, he wasn’t why Twig had stopped hunting, but rather what Bareth had said to her and thought of her. She still hadn’t figured out what to do. Scrambling from ledge to ledge, Twig made her way across the city. Possibly, she should worry about Rawls, but she’d lived her life in fear before she found the sword and didn’t want to start her new life the same way.

Bareth was the only person who had ever cared about her. And the way he looked at her when they’d last met made her stomach turn. He had lost sleep over her—worse, he had lost his smile. She climbed down a drainpipe, crossed the street to another block of houses, and climbed up another. Pockets of starlight illuminated the night sky. Twig hadn’t made any certain decisions as she traveled toward the poorer areas of Blackstone. Could I stalk the streets as the phantom but without killing?

She descended again and was crossing another street when she heard a shout. She faded into the nearest shadows. The shout came again, more of a scream that time. She drew her sword, realizing she needed to investigate, at least. She used the sword to increase her pace, but not to top speed and only in short bursts, sticking to the shadows.

A scream of terrible anguish ripped down the alleyway. She bent her head around the corner, peering down at the exact place she’d killed Krawl. Light flooded from the back door of the restaurant, showing Derm, the rain person whose territory she was in, on his back with a knife in his shoulder. Kneeling over Derm was a bearded man twisting the hilt of the knife.

Though Derm used his fists to defend his territory, at heart he wasn’t a bad sort. Even if not all Takers deserved death, that one did. She sped down the alleyway, stopping to level her sword at the bearded man.

Seeing her, he released the knife and backed away. “You are as fast as they say.” He wasn’t surprised to see her.

Twig glanced down at the blood pooling below Derm. The torture had been going on a while. Derm glanced behind her, and she twisted around to see two men running at her. She used her speed to dive to her left. Only after it barely missed her did she spot the net the men were holding between them.

She came out of the roll and looked around. She didn’t know where they’d come from, but people were everywhere now. One of those who’d initially charged her had tripped over Derm, but several other pairs of men with nets were approaching from different angles.

Twig gripped her sword more tightly and sped backward as fast as she could. She needed to escape the trap before she was surrounded, but she got only two backward steps in before running into something that seemed to grab at her, knocking her over. A net had been strung up across the width of the alleyway.

She tried to struggle to her feet, but her legs and arms were all tangled up, and the more she fought, the tighter the snare became. The extra speed only made things worse. She slowed herself down and concentrated on using her sword to cut through the ropes. The pairs of men rushed over to throw more nets on her. As she sawed on as many strands of the net as she could, she cursed herself for being an idiot and letting herself get caught so easily.

Two of the men pulled the netting taut around her, pinning her arms to her sides. She could only lie there, helpless, while a kick to her arm forced the sword from her hand. She was rolled over several times, the ropes tightening around her until all she could do was wriggle her body like a dying fish.

The bearded man picked up her sword and slashed it through the air. “Nice blade, but nothing special. Maybe Rawls was wrong about the sword being the source of the phantom’s power. Who would have guessed it was a girl?” He walked over to stand over Twig. “So what’s your secret, bitch? How do you move so fast? And why did you kill my nephew?” He kicked Twig in the face.

Pain exploded inside Twig’s head, and blood dribbled from her nose. She didn’t cry out. Feeling helpless was worse than the pain. She’d seen his foot coming and could do nothing to avoid it.

“What do you have to say for yourself?” He kicked her again, in the jaw that time. The burst of pain was followed by a distant ringing in her head and a metallic taste in her mouth. She spat out blood.

“Hey, boss, Rawls said not to hurt him,” one of the other men said.

“It’s a she,” the bearded man said, “and I don’t intend to really hurt the little bitch, just soften her up a bit. You deserve it, don’t you?” He spat down on Twig’s face and kicked her in the stomach. “That was my nephew’s first job. I promised my sister he’d be safe.”

The pain felt distant, as if Twig was floating above her body and the beating was happening to someone else.

“What do we do about him?” a voice asked. One of the men gestured at Derm.

The bearded man stepped closer and shoved Twig’s sword into his chest. Derm drew one loud shuddering breath then went silent.

“About who?” the bearded man asked. Then: “Pick up the demon bitch.”

One man grabbed Twig’s feet, another her shoulders, and they lifted her.

“A few more for the road,” the bearded man said.

His fist stabbed out, punching Twig in the temple. The darkness around him wavered. He drew back his fist again, and the darkness collapsed inward.

Chapter 26
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Mortlebee’s feet dragged wearily behind him as he and Lukin walked into a small village.

“A tavern. Praise the green angels of the Cabaile,” Lukin said.

Mortlebee had no idea where Cabaile was or what exactly green angels were, but Lukin had a colorful phrase for every occasion. “How do you know that one is a tavern?”

The place was even smaller than villages in Tockery, with only five huts in total surrounding a small grassy central area.

“I can smell it.” Lukin rubbed his hands together with glee as he made a beeline for the biggest of the huts.

Mortlebee sighed. Lukin had already forgotten, it seemed, about the near drowning followed by almost freezing to death. For a day afterward, Lukin’s fingers and toes had suffered a prickling numbness—Mortlebee wasn’t sure Lukin knew how close he’d come to losing them from frostbite. Never mind frostbite—we both came within a hair of dying.

However, the next day, numb toes or not, Lukin whistled a tune and made jokes about adventurers as they hiked south through Pizarr. He’d some topaz sewn into his clothes, so they were able to buy boots and new cloaks and food from the first farmhouse they had come across.

Lukin pushed open the door of the tavern and walked in, and Mortlebee followed, letting the door swing closed behind him. The first thing Mortlebee noticed was the smell, pungent and unpleasant. The second thing was the skulls of dead animals hanging from the walls. The third was the hard gazes aimed their way by three men sitting at the table by the corner. Mugs of ale sat in front of them, so Lukin was correct about the place being a tavern. He’d been incorrect about deciding to enter.

This isn’t a good idea. Let’s wait until the next village. He aimed the thought at Lukin, who ignored it, of course, striding into the center of the room.

“Barkeep. Two wines, please.”

He directed his request toward the room in general. One of the three men stood and walked across to the corner, where a wooden keg lay on its side, leaning downward. The scabbard of the barkeep’s sword slapped noisily against his leg as he walked. Mortlebee glanced at the other two men at the corner table. A second wore a sword, and the third sat with an axe leaning behind him. Appearance-wise, there was very little difference among them, each of them with long, tangled hair and unruly beards. Wild men.

The barkeep paused by the keg. “There’s no wine.”

“We have topaz,” Lukin said.

“I would hope so. We still don’t have any wine.” He reached under the keg and pulled out a dusty glass. He spat in it, wiped inside it with the edge of his apron, opened the tap, and poured a foamy ale. He repeated the process with a second glass, brought both glasses to a table, plonked them down, then returned to his table.

“Don’t you want to get paid in advance?” Lukin asked.

“I trust you,” the barkeep said.

The axeman snorted out a laugh. “He prefers blood to coin.”

The barman shrugged. “Either way works for me. Enjoy your ales, boys.”

“Yeah, enjoy,” the axeman said. “There’s nothing quite like Antler’s Ale. Looks like horse piss on a winter morning, and it tastes worse than it looks.”

And your body feels like shit the next day,” the swordsman said.

“It doesn’t kill you,” the barkeep said, defending his offering.

“It rarely kills you,” the axeman suggested.

The barkeep considered. “Exactly. Rarely. Those are pretty good odds. Everyone has to take their life in their hands now and again.”

“Except boring and sensible types,” the swordsman said. “But those two boys wouldn’t have stepped in here if they were the sensible type.”

The three men pounded their glasses on the table, erupting in a round of unpleasant laughter.

Mortlebee sat down at the chair in front of one of the glasses of ale, hunching his shoulders down. When Lukin sat opposite him, Mortlebee leaned in, keeping his voice low. “They are kidding, right?”

“About which part?”

Mortlebee was disturbed to see that Lukin had paled slightly. Lukin knew what was happening beneath the surface by hearing thoughts. If he was even slightly worried, then the situation was even worse than it seemed. “It wasn’t exactly a part, more the general impression that they wanted to slit our throats, gut us, and leave us out for the dogs to chew on our intestines.”

Lukin chuckled nervously. “You exaggerate. They are just bored and slightly drunk. I don’t detect any immediate threat.”

“We should leave before the threat becomes immediate.”

“It’s been a while.” Lukin’s fingers curled around his glass of ale, and he licked his lips. “All that running from redbirds and drowning and suchlike adventures can really generate a thirst.”

He swallowed a mouthful then immediately spat it out onto the floor.

A roar of laughter came from the corner table.

“Now can we leave?” Mortlebee hissed.

Lukin shook his head and took a small sip. This one he managed to swallow. He raised his glass toward the corner. “Just an acquired taste, isn’t it, boys?”

“If it is, then I still haven’t acquired it,” the axeman said. “And I’ve been drinking the piss for years.”

Lukin swallowed another sip, his face contorting as if it was the most disgusting thing in the world, yet he said, “I could get used to it.”

“Why would you?” Mortlebee asked.

Lukin gestured at Mortlebee’s glass. “You drinking yours?”

“Of course not. Did you see the apron he cleaned the glass with? After spitting in it. Not to mention your expression as you drink it.”

Lukin shrugged. “Any other reasons?”

“Yes. The scrolls of Kale forbid it.”

Lukin took another sip, making less of a face that time. He did appear to be getting used to it. “What was this Kale guy like, not as a god but as a man?”

“He’s not a god.”

“Fine, whatever. I mean, what do you know about the man before he wrote the scrolls?”

Mortlebee shrugged. Even talking about Kale with Lukin felt vaguely blasphemous. He was likely adding a new sin to his already blackened heart.

“I figure this Kale person wasn’t born as a wise man of peace,” Lukin said. “He likely saw drinking and fighting, maybe even experienced it himself. He didn’t live in the mountains all his life and just farm rocks.”

“He wrote the scrolls to show us the way.”

Mortlebee was surprised that some of what Lukin said made sense. It even echoed the parable of the penitent man in some ways. The penitent man had taken years to return to the fold. He had to experience life first before he could truly appreciate the wisdom in what Kale taught. Mortlebee wondered if he had to do something similar. Perhaps Mortlebee had to live his life without worrying about the scrolls, and only later would they make sense to him.

“Perhaps once upon a time, Kale was an adventurer,” Lukin suggested. “I know you make fun of me when I talk of adventuring, but I think all the great men started off as ordinary men who were willing to accept the spirit of adventure into their heart.”

“I don’t make fun of you.”

“In your head, you do.”

Mortlebee really wished he knew how to keep Lukin out of his head. “Kale was nothing like you.”

Lukin shrugged. “Have it your way.” He nodded at Mortlebee’s glass and grinned. “More for me. This shit is strong.”

Mortlebee watched Lukin drink for a time. Lukin still made faces with each swallow, but they diminished in intensity as the level of ale in the glass lowered.

“Do you think saving someone’s life creates a bond?” Mortlebee asked. That was something he’d been thinking about. He would have drowned if Lukin hadn’t kept his head above water. And Lukin would have died of cold if Mortlebee hadn’t started the fire for them both.

“Not at all. Companions traveling together help each other.” He glanced across at Mortlebee. “Though when Ull Axilium grabbed me and your horse took off, I thought I’d seen the last of you.”

Mortlebee shifted uncomfortably. “Just needed to get the horse under control. You know how poor a rider I am.”

Lukin slapped Mortlebee on the shoulder. “That I do. That I do.”

Even if Lukin didn’t feel what happened in the Hatori had changed things between them, Mortlebee did. Before then, Mortlebee had been certain traveling with Lukin was a mistake and was half figuring out a way to escape him. Now—Mortlebee glanced around at the tavern Lukin had taken them into—it was still a mistake, but they no longer had any choice.

Lukin, catching the gist of Mortlebee’s thoughts, chuckled. “Seeing someone naked does not a sacred bond make. Otherwise, there’s some ladies of the night in Soirbuz who have enough sacred bonds to ascend straight to paradise when they die.”

The barkeep came over to their table, and Mortlebee and Lukin both turned to face him.

“Best piss I’ve ever drunk.” Lukin raised his glass and downed the last of his ale.

“So what are you two doing in this lovely part of the world?” the barkeep asked.

“Just passing through,” Lukin said.

The barkeep’s eyes narrowed. “People don’t just pass through. They are always coming from somewhere or going to somewhere.”

“But each person’s business is their own,” Lukin said.

“This is my tavern,” the barkeep said. “When you chose to enter, you became my business.”

“Been in a lot of taverns and never heard that.”

The barkeep turned back to his two friends. “Did you hear the kid? He’s been in a lot of taverns.”

“Not many Pizarrian taverns,” the axeman said. “We only let real men in, not dumb kids.” His chair scraped back as he got to his feet.

“You let us in, so we mustn’t be dumb kids.”

The swordsman also stood. “We wanted to have a little fun.”

Mortlebee’s throat went dry. He glanced across at Lukin but didn’t get much reassurance from his expression. His plan to give warning in advance about any escalation by being able to read their thoughts didn’t seem to have worked. And his brand of brashness seemed to be only making things worse.

Mortlebee was certain the two of them weren’t going to be allowed to just walk out. He stood up. “You are looking for a bit of excitement, right? How about a bet?”

All three Pizarrians turned toward him, but Lukin was the only one who looked shocked. “A bet? Isn’t there something against that in the scrolls of Kale?”

Indeed there was. But Mortlebee had already killed someone, and sins didn’t get much worse than that. And when he’d charged Ull Axilium, he’d chosen a path for himself that diverged from the teachings of Kale. He might come back to the teachings, but he’d have to diverge more before it came to that point.

“I’m from Tockery,” Mortlebee announced to the three Pizarrians. “And this young man,” Mortlebee reached across and put his hand on Lukin’s shoulder, “has been trying to corrupt me.” Mortlebee nodded at the drink in front of him. “I have never drunk a drop of alcohol before in my life.” Mortlebee couldn’t believe he was doing this, but he hoped to give the Pizarrians the bit of excitement they were looking for. “So I propose we bet on whether I can drink the full glass of Antler’s Ale in one go.”

The barkeep gave a half smile, half scowl. “What are you betting?”

Mortlebee turned to Lukin, who leaned in close. “Are you sure you can do this?”

“Probably not,” Mortlebee whispered back, “but I figure, win or lose, it’ll get us out of here.”

Lukin addressed the Pizarrians. “I bet a reluctant topaz kopec on my friend here. Just to see him losing his alcoholic virginity.”

The axeman stepped up beside the barkeep. “That’s letting them off too easy. It’s only interesting if the stakes are high. You two have more money than that.”

Lukin shook his head. “That’s most of it.”

“Let’s see, then. Empty your pockets,” the barkeep said.

Lukin emptied out his pockets. They counted up the money, and it came to two kopecs and seven shards.

“Not enough,” the axeman said. “What else do you have?”

“We lost everything else fording the Hatori.”

“Fording?” asked the barkeep.

“Ended up being closer to drowning,” Lukin said.

“There are shallows near the Fordhaven bridge, aren’t there?” Mortlebee asked.

The three men all burst into laughter. “You tried to ford the Hatori during the spring flooding?” the barkeep asked once he’d calmed down enough to speak coherently.

Mortlebee scowled at Lukin, who raised his arms defensively. “Easy mistake to make.”

“Yeah, not like the spring flooding happens every spring or anything,” the axeman said.

“Those boots and cloaks look Pizarrian,” the swordsman said. “You steal them?”

“We bought them,” Mortlebee said.

The barkeep nodded. “Sounds like we have a bet. You lose, and we get all the money plus boots and cloaks. You win, and the drinks are on the house.”

“No way, that’s not enough,” Lukin said.

Just wanting to get out, Mortlebee grabbed Lukin’s arm. The mood had become friendlier, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t turn ugly just as quickly.

However, Lukin shrugged him off. “Each of you has to put in five shards on your side. It’s not much of a bet if no one has anything to lose.”

“I put in the drinks. That’s enough on my side.” The barkeep glanced across at the others.

The swordsman’s eyes narrowed. “You’ve never drunk ale before?”

“Never smelled it until today,” Mortlebee assured him.

The axeman reached into his pocket, pulled out some shards, and slapped them on the table. “I put my faith in Antler’s Ale.”

The swordsman nodded. “Go ahead then, I’m in too.”

“Topaz on the table,” Lukin insisted.

“The boots and cloaks aren’t on the table,” the swordsman said.

“Go on.” The barkeep gave him a nudge.

He reluctantly added his shards to the axeman’s.

Lukin turned Mortlebee around to face him. “Confident?”

Mortlebee shook his head.

“We can’t travel through Pizarr barefoot and shardless. You have got to win this.” Lukin gave Mortlebee a shake. “Get confident. I know you can do it.”

“I’ll try.”

When Mortlebee had come up with the idea, he’d thought that losing would likely be the best option. It would put the Pizarrians in a happy mood, and he and Lukin could leave, having lost a bit of topaz. But since they’d been forced to put so much on it, he needed to win. Lukin had spat out his first sip and grimaced his way through the rest of the glass, and he was used to drinking. How am I supposed to manage?

“Get on with it,” the barkeep said.

Mortlebee picked up the glass, cold against his fingers. The initial foam had sunk into the dark amber liquid, and only a skim of white bubbles remained on the surface. As Mortlebee lifted the glass toward his mouth, the pungent smell grabbed at his nostrils, and he wanted to gag before he’d even tasted a drop.

Over the top of the glass, he saw the three Pizarrians watching him avidly. Lukin looked nervous—so much for his proclaimed confidence.

Mortlebee touched the glass to his lips, and the liquid poured in. It burned his mouth, and his throat jerked with a gag reflex. Don’t taste, don’t taste, just swallow, he told himself and gulped rapidly. The burning sensation was even stronger in his throat, and his stomach spasmed. His body shuddered, and his hand shook, but he kept raising the bottom of the glass and swallowing as rapidly as he knew how.

Lukin cheered, and Mortlebee realized he had done it. In disbelief, he put the empty glass on the table. His stomach spasmed hard, and Mortlebee bent over, acid racing up his throat.

“If it comes back up, we win,” one of the Pizarrians said.

It was coming back up. Mortlebee could taste it in the back of his throat. Bad as it had tasted going down, the vile liquid tasted worse coming back up. Mortlebee grabbed at his stomach and swallowed hard. Whatever had come up returned back down, and Mortlebee straightened, though his knees were still weak.

Lukin cheered again and raised one of Mortlebee’s arms over his head. “Who would have thought the Tockian had that him in?”

All three Pizarrians looked as though they were trying to figure out exactly what had happened. Before they had a chance to react further, Lukin swept all the topaz off the table then led Mortlebee to the door and out.

“That went well. Two free drinks and more shards than we entered with.”

Mortlebee groaned, half from the way his stomach was still roiling in protest and half because he realized Lukin had learned nothing from once more hurling the two of them into the maw of danger. Why couldn’t I have become bonded to something safer—a man-eating giant wolf, perhaps?

Chapter 27
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All his life, Werac had been nothing but a disappointment. Every time the clerics came with their crystals and their tests, they left disappointed. Every time Zubrios looked at him—hell, every time anyone in the whole castle looked at him—Werac could sense disappointment.

“The son.” That’s how everyone thought of him. “Bring the son his food,” the servants would be ordered. “Stand guard by the son’s door,” the redbirds were told.

I have a name, Werac wanted to shout, I’m not just an attachment.

However, shouting wouldn’t accomplish anything. People would look at him with pity, and they would whisper to each other, “The latest tests still show that the son has no magical ability. How disappointing.”

Werac strode to the window and looked down to the courtyard. As he’d suspected from the activity earlier, Ull Rohaim had returned. He would be taken to Zubrios’s war room for a discussion then back to the portal chamber and out into the world, where things were happening. Werac, however, would stay in his room where nothing was happening and would continue being a disappointment.

Werac strode away from the window and back to his desk and sat down. On the pad was the drawing of a stylized representation of a sun. He’d gone through various versions before coming up with one he liked. It was a sigil for himself. They called him the son, and he would be the sun. He smiled at that, not caring if anyone else understood.

But what need did disappointments who stayed in their room have for sigils?

Werac glanced around. His room was expansive, with wooden floors and ornate dressers and a bookshelf overflowing with books. Werac had nothing to complain about in terms of luxury, but the coloring hurt his eyes. Crimson curtains flanked the windows, and maroon drapes hung from the four-poster bed. He was just an attachment, after all, so of course his room would be decked in Zubrios’s favorite red.

Werac returned to the window and looked out again. Ull Rohaim was no longer in sight. It was time—Werac knew he would have to take his future into his own hands if he was ever going to be more than a disappointment. He charged to his door, flung it open, and headed for Zubrios’s war room, practically running. He wanted to get there before his courage gave out.

Two redbirds flanked the entrance to the war room.

Werac skidded to a stop in front of them. “I demand entry.”

“Oh, you demand, do you?” one asked. “That puts me in a quandary. Let me see. I’ll just have to refuse your demands.”

Werac looked for the first time at the guards. The one who had spoken was Gromley, the hawk-crest in charge of Zubrios’s security. Gromley had long, white, bushy sideburns and a chin like the square end of an anvil. He was one of the few people who treated Werac like a person rather than an attachment.

“Sorry, Gromley, didn’t notice you there,” Werac said. “Can you let me in?”

Gromley shook his head. “I can’t. I’d even refuse Princess Mari today.”

Werac’s cheeks reddened. “Princess Mari and Her Seven Demands” was a children’s story in which Princess Mari didn’t come off well.

“I need to see my father.” If Werac backed down, he’d never get the courage again.

“He’s in a meeting with Ull Rohaim right now,” Gromley said. “I’ll send someone to get you when he is free.”

“I need to meet both of them now. Please. It’s important.”

Gromley grunted then turned to the sparrow-crest beside him. “Under no circumstances let Werac in until I return.”

The redbird came to attention in acknowledgment of the order. Gromley sucked in a breath, pushed open the door behind him, and entered.

By doing that, was Gromley sticking his own neck out? Perhaps calling it important had been an exaggeration. It was important to Werac but not in the grand scheme of things. Werac shouldn’t have come. A soothing crimson was clearly the best color for bedroom curtains. And Werac’s sun sketch needed more work even if sigils weren’t for the likes of him.

Gromley returned and held the door open for Werac. “I hope you know what you are doing.”

So do I.

The war room was circular and not particularly big. A round table sat in the center, with various maps hanging from the walls. There hadn’t been much in the way of wars lately, but the room got the name when the palace had been young and Zubrios was extending his influence across the continent. The Lord Protector still liked to use it for small meetings.

Zubrios, sitting down with Ull Rohaim opposite, turned to face his son. “Gromley said you had something urgent for me.”

The words were cold. Zubrios usually had a friendly greeting for his son, but Werac had never interrupted him in that way before. Werac swallowed. His father was not someone to get on the wrong side of.

“I have no magical ability,” Werac said. “It’s time to accept that.”

“Perhaps,” Zubrios said. “That doesn’t sound urgent.”

“Despite what clerics such as Ull Rohaim here might believe, being without magic does not make one worthless.”

“I wouldn’t say worthless,” Ull Rohaim said. “Those without magic are fine for some things. None of my servants have magic, yet they are perfectly useful for carrying, cleaning, all sorts of things.”

“Magical or not, I am still the Lord Protector’s son. And I can sense that forces are moving throughout Mageles. And I want to be a part of that.”

“You can sense all that from your bedroom,” Ull Rohaim said. “Impressive.”

Werac ignored him and addressed his father. “I want to help you rule.”

Zubrios considered then nodded. “Very well.” He stood and dragged his chair against the wall. Although he had the white hair and wrinkled skin of an old man, Zubrios moved with the virility of a much younger man. He sat, crossed his legs, and gestured at the table. “Sit, Werac. Ull Rohaim will give his report to you as if he was me.”

Werac hesitated, unsure if Zubrios was serious.

“My lord, the boy—” Ull Rohaim began.

“Did I ask your opinion?” Zubrios asked.

Ull Rohaim bowed his head. “No, my lord. Apologies, my lord.”

Werac walked slowly over to the table and took a seat. It appeared his father was serious, though perhaps he just meant to embarrass his son.

“As I was telling you, one of the bearers is in a ship heading south from Xercia, so we can’t reach here,” Ull Rohaim said.

Werac had no idea what he was talking about. “Bearers? Start at the beginning.”

Ull Rohaim glanced at Zubrios. “I was told to give the report as if to Lord Zubrios. In which case, I wouldn’t start with facts which Lord Zubrios already knew.”

“You would if Lord Zubrios told you to.” If I want to know how to rule, I’ll have to learn how to bring sycophants such as Ull Rohaim to heel.

Ull Rohaim gave an exaggerated sigh. “The Soylant Wizards, with the help of the Armentell Order, have created five weapons of power. They chose five people to receive these weapons, but being the Soylant Wizards that we know and love, they made a renka of it. The weapons ended up all over Mageles. They seem to now be in the hands of various youths.”

“Did we help to ensure the weapons went to the wrong people?” Werac asked.

Ull Rohaim glanced at Zubrios again. “Not that I’m aware. But you’d know better yourself, Lord Zubrios, since you managed to get control of the magic tracking crystal.”

“A crystal that allows you to find the weapons? With that in your possession, you surely have captured all the weapons and bearers by now.”

“It’s not that easy.” Ull Rohaim sounded defensive.

Werac guessed that Zubrios wasn’t happy with Ull Rohaim’s progress. That would be one of the reasons that Zubrios asked Werac to step into his place—the Lord Protector wanted to humiliate his chief cleric for his incompetence. Werac could play along with that. “You have a crystal that shows the location of these weapons. You have the resources of the clerics throughout Mageles. And all you bring is excuses?”

“We found one weapon in the Tockian Mountains but have left it in place. It’s a bow. We have it under surveillance, hoping the bearer will return.”

“After all this time, you have only one weapon and no bearers recovered.” Werac added all the disdain he could muster into his voice, enjoying watching Ull Rohaim squirm.

“As I mentioned earlier, another weapon is heading south from Xercia. We heard that a noble girl, a daughter of the Duke of Delmoria, wielded an axe that gave her strength, and she has now disappeared. We don’t know which ship she’s on, so we’ll have to wait until she returns to land. We’ve spent several days in Blackstone, but the bearer doesn’t stay in one place for long. There’s a person called the cloaked phantom killing criminals, possibly related. The bearer who was in Soirbuz—”

“One of the bearers was inside this very city, and you allowed him to escape?” Werac was beginning to enjoy himself.

“His companion slew four clerics when they escaped the city,” Ull Rohaim said. “Ull Axilium had him in his hands by the Hatori river, but a companion rescued him again. The boy fell into the river but survived.”

“A sorry tale of incompetence,” Werac said. “And you said that the Soylant Wizards made a renka of it. You couldn’t even catch a few youths. Have they even had to use the magic of their weapons yet?”

“Ull Lackma in Tockery is missing. We believe it might be related to the bow bearer.”

Werac shook his head. “So what now, Ull Rohaim? How do you intend to proceed?”

Ull Rohaim glanced once again at Zubrios before facing Werac again. He clearly hated his situation, but his master was giving him no choice. “There was already one weapon in Pizarr, and now a second has crossed. So we need permission to take a troop of redbirds into Pizarr to capture them.

“Doesn’t that break the agreement between the Lord Protector and the Pizarrian councils?” Werac knew it did—Zubrios clerics were to stay north of the Hatori, Pizarrian warriors to stay south—but he wanted to play for time. Even if both Zubrios and Ull Rohaim saw the exchange simply as a way of putting Ull Rohaim in his place, Werac needed to take advantage of the situation by proving he could provide insight and ideas, proving he could be useful.

“If we break the treaty, the councils will know they have brought this on themselves when they harbored those from the Order who sought to use the weapons against us,” Ull Rohaim argued.

The bearers themselves weren’t affiliated with either the Order or the Wizards—they were just random youths—yet the clerics were already treating them as enemies. “Ull Rohaim, you are going about this search for the bearers all wrong,” Werac declared.

Ull Rohaim scowled. “It’s not as easy as you think. The crystal indicates the distance but only a rough impression of the direction. It takes a few hours to portal to a new location, even one not too distant.”

“I wasn’t referring to the incompetence in execution, rather the whole methodology. If these youths were not chosen by the Order, then perhaps they aren’t our enemies. But if someone is being pursued by a troop of our clerics, they’ll run.”

“You suggest instead making friends with them?”

Werac ignored the sarcasm. “Actually, I do. We could send one or two people to meet the bearers, talk to them. Magic doesn’t choose sides. It doesn’t matter who created the weapon. Perhaps these bearers are naturally aligned with the Lord Protector instead of the Order. And if not, well, we’ll know more about them, and we’ll still be able to chase them across the continent with a troop of clerics.”

Ull Rohaim rose and stood in front of Zubrios. “I can’t do this anymore.”

“There’s sense in what he says,” Zubrios said. “If we can keep the bearers from helping the Order, that would be good. If we turn the bearers to our side, it’s so much better.”

“When we have captured them, we can do that,” Ull Rohaim said.

“Either way, it’s important to get to them first, before the wizards or the Order can poison their minds against me,” Zubrios said. “As it happens, I have had plans to invade Pizarr for a while, and this seems a good moment to put those into motion.”

“Isn’t that risky?” Werac asked. “Every Pizarrian is a warrior.” Stupid, he told himself. Repeating what everyone else knows.

“I have held off long enough,” Zubrios said.

“Perfect,” Ull Rohaim said. “We capture the two bearers and their weapons, and we take away the last country that supports the Lord Protector’s enemies.”

“The invasion plans were prepared long ago,” Zubrios said.

Two weapons in Pizarr, one in the Tockian mountains, one on a ship out of Xercia. That leaves... “What about the bearer in Blackstone?” Werac wasn’t going to be banished to his room again. “If you will be concentrating on the bearers in Pizarr, perhaps I can go to Blackstone. Maybe I can make contact with that one there without scaring them.”

“You?” Ull Rohaim masterfully put all his disdain into a single word. Werac would have considered it impressive if he wasn’t on the other end of it.

“Yes, me. I’m the same age as these bearers. If I turn up without a troop of clerics behind me, perhaps I can convince the bearer that the Lord Protector isn’t the bad guy here.”

“On your own? It’s too dangerous for a start,” Ull Rohaim said.

“We’ve already established I’m worthless. What’s to lose?” Werac said.

“Not worthless,” Ull Rohaim said. “Just not useful in a way you’d like to be.”

One of Werac’s greatest fears was that he’d be locked in the palace for life and simply used to give the Lord Protector grandchildren. He was sure his father would never do that, but that seemed to be what Ull Rohaim was hinting at.

“I’ll give him a chance,” Zubrios said.

“Allow the child to go to Blackstone unprotected?” Ull Rohaim asked.

“The children you are chasing have proved more resourceful than you expected. Perhaps Werac can succeed where you failed,” Zubrios said. “Gromley can go with him.”

Babysitting Werac was a step down for the chief of Zubrios’s security. Werac wondered if that was a punishment for letting Werac interrupt the meeting.

“We’ll need the tracking crystal to find the bearers in Pizarr,” Ull Rohaim said.

“I’ll use nonmagical methods,” Werac said. What am I getting myself into?

Ull Rohaim shrugged. “I’ll arrange a portal for you and Gromley to Blackstone.”

Zubrios opened the exit door and gestured Ull Rohaim out. “Get things in motion for the invasion.”

The two of them paused by the door for a hushed conversation. “Eorne Crystal” was mentioned and “Luttrell’s Tomb," but Werac couldn’t make out any more than that.

Ull Rohaim exited, and Zubrios waited for Werac to approach. Werac walked forward with leaden feet. He glanced at his father’s face, as unreadable as ever. Everything had gone better than Werac had imagined, and still he wasn’t sure if he had done right in his father’s eyes. He realized he needn’t have worried when Zubrios spread his arms and embraced his son.

“Make me proud,” Zubrios said when they separated.

Werac nodded. “I will, my lord.” He reached for the door handle.

“Wasn’t there something else you wanted to ask me? About a sigil and the color of the fittings in your room?”

His earlier thoughts seemed unimportant since he’d been given an actual mission, but Zubrios had picked up on them. “I want my own sigil and a say in redecorating my room.”

“I’ll make some arrangements.”

“Thank you.” Werac exited the war room and headed back up the stairs toward his room. He knew feeling upset about his father reading his thoughts was stupid, but he couldn’t help it. His victory shone a little less brightly. At a young age, he’d learned to shield his thoughts from Zubrios but had stopped when he figured out his father disliked him doing that. He had since figured out how to compartmentalize his thoughts, ensuring those he wanted to remain secret did so. But wanting a sigil and new curtains didn’t need to be secret. He didn’t have any reason to be upset about Zubrios reading that from his thoughts. He would have preferred to have more privacy, though.

Having the most powerful mage in Mageles as a father wasn’t always a good thing.

Chapter 28
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After only a few days inside Pizarr, Lukin was already sick of the place. After what had happened in the first tavern, Mortlebee refused to let them visit a second one. Given what the Pizarrian tavern had been like, Lukin let himself be persuaded to give them a wide berth. Taverns in the rest of Mageles were places for song and laughter and pretty serving wenches. In Pizarr, if the nameless tavern they’d visited was anything to go by, they were places for hard drinking and even harder men.

As Lukin understood things, adventurers wilted and died unless they were watered with heavy doses of women and drink. Taking part in actual adventures was encouraged too, though that was optional. Lukin badly needed to return to civilization.

Pizarr was a place of deep forests, little villages, and one-woman farms. As far as he could tell, the women did all the heavy lifting. They blacksmithed and roofed and farmed instead of working at being both bosomy and willowy while carrying five mugs of ale through a crowd five deep while slapping away roving hands. With the women doing all the work, the men were free to concentrate on growing wild beards and scowling at foreigners. Lukin hadn’t seen a single man who wasn’t bristling with weapons and anxious to use them. If Pizarr was a suitable place for adventurers, it was a totally different type than Lukin was.

The problem was that the clerics still had that tracking crystal, and Pizarr was the only place in Mageles forbidden to redbirds. That had gotten Lukin thinking. When he’d learned that the Lord Protector and his clerics were chasing him, he’d naturally fled. Perhaps he should have... not exactly allowed them to capture him... but tried to reach an accommodation with them. Although the clerics weren’t exactly loved, they kept peace in the streets of Soirbuz. The Lord Protector had transformed Soirbuz from a little village to a bustling capital full of great taverns—so he couldn’t be all bad.

However, Lukin knew Mortlebee had a strong dislike for Zubrios’s clerics—one of them was to blame for his exile, and the Tockian had yet to realize that as a good thing. Lukin was planning to wait until they met the third bearer before broaching the possibility that they’d be better off joining forces with Zubrios than remaining in opposition to him.

Anticipation was rising within Lukin with every step. They were very close to another weapon. An itch that he couldn’t reach was finally going to be scratched. Lukin sighed at the thought. Of course, the other three mental itches had to remain unscratched for the time being. One thing at a time.

Trails of smoke curled into the air just above the treetops, and Lukin caught a whiff of distant wood smoke. Lukin glanced at Mortlebee, walking alongside him. “Bet you ten shards there’s a camp just over that rise and that we’ll find a weapon of power there.”

“I’m not supposed to bet.”

“You aren’t supposed to drink either. Didn’t stop you in that tavern.”

“That was just to save our renka asses.”

The young Tockian was cursing more each day. Lukin considered that his doing and a job well done. He shuddered at the thought of being reared in the mountains by those religious nutjobs—worse even than having Flechir as a guardian. A chill passed through Lukin at the thought of Flechir, and he was happy to be distracted by Mortlebee jerking sideways.

“What’s going on?” Lukin asked.

“Sorry,” Mortlebee said. “Didn’t see that guy there, and he gave me a shock.”

“Who?”

Mortlebee moved to the side, allowing Lukin to see an old beggar sheltering under the branches of a bush on the side of the trail.

“Help an old man,” the beggar croaked.

“What do you need?” Mortlebee asked.

“Food would be good if you have some to spare,” the old man said.

“We don’t have much,” Lukin said.

“Not having much is not the same as not having any.” The old beggar’s teeth were surprisingly white when he smiled.

“We found some apples a while back,” Mortlebee pulled his backpack off and fumbled inside it. “Would you like one?”

“Two would be better,” the beggar said cheekily.

“We can tell him where to find the apple trees,” Lukin told Mortlebee, anxious to get to the camp ahead. “Then he can fill his stomach.” He addressed the beggar. “It’s not more than half a day back that way.”

“Half a day,” the beggar exclaimed. “I could starve to death by then.”

“Surely it’s worth the risk, with certain food at the end of the journey,” Lukin said. “You could sit here for half a day with no guarantee that a kind-hearted fool like my friend will pass by.

“Lukin, we can spare a pair of apples.” Mortlebee handed over two.

One disappeared into the beggar’s clothes, and he bit into the other. Juice ran down his face, and he wiped it away with the back of his hand then nodded to Mortlebee. “Thank you kindly, sir. Don’t mind your friend. I’m used to his kind.”

Lukin had had quite enough of the beggar’s guff. “Mortlebee, come away. You aren’t used to beggars, but there are enough of these parasites in Soirbuz to pave the pavements. You aren’t helping those who refuse to help themselves.”

“Pave the pavements with the parasites.” The beggar took another big bite out of his apple. “What a colorful turn of phrase you have! Where are you two headed?”

“We are following this trail,” Lukin said.

“There’s a camp in Wellan’s Hollow, just beyond those trees.” The beggar nodded up the trail. “Perhaps I can travel with you to the camp.”

“Of course. Do you need a hand?” Mortlebee asked.

“I can manage.” The beggar took a final bite of the apple and threw away the core. He then stood. His first few steps were stiff, but after that, he looked positively spry.

He now looks completely different, came the thought from Mortlebee as he followed the old man up the trail.

That was true. He’d seemed half dead when they first saw him. After standing up, he didn’t even look that old.

“You’re not a beggar,” Lukin accused him.

“Sure I am.” The man retrieved the second apple from his coat and bit into it. “Though I am eating the evidence.”

“What’s your name?” Lukin hadn’t detected any of his thoughts. Surely, they should have revealed his deception to Lukin.

“You can call me Delaron. May I offer you a piece of advice?”

“Absolutely not.”

“Don’t judge a person until you’ve walked in their shoes.”

Lukin glanced down at Delaron’s bare feet. “What if they aren’t wearing any?”

“Even more so.” Delaron finished eating the second apple and threw away its core.

“I can’t walk in someone else’s feet.”

Delaron looked Lukin up and down. “Likely, you personally can’t. But you should try all the same. You’d be surprised what you learn.”

“Why were you pretending to be a beggar?” Mortlebee asked.

“I wasn’t pretending... though I’m not always a beggar, either. Wearing the same coat all one’s life is much too boring.”

“If you have many coats to choose from, why go with the tattered one?” Mortlebee asked.

“For one, it provides a better view of the world. Wear a kingly cloak, and you’ll only see a person’s best face. Wear a tattered cloak, and you’ll see their true face.”

“That’s just dumb,” Lukin said.

Delaron bowed his head in Lukin’s direction. “If you say so. You seem to be a man of the world. I’m sure you know best.”

Lukin ground his teeth, wishing Delaron had stayed a beggar.

They crested a rise. Wellan’s Hollow was a clearing circled by earthen mounds overrun with grass and scrub. It had clearly been an ancient settlement at one point, though Lukin could see why it had been abandoned. Surrounded by forested higher ground, it would be a nightmare to defend. Inside the mounds was a more modern settlement consisting of three large tents and a dozen smaller ones. Lukin’s mouth watered as he smelled roasting meat, and his gaze was drawn to a large campfire, where a pig was being roasted. A few dozen men were scattered around the camp, most of whom seemed to be soldiers. Some of them were clean shaven, so they couldn’t all be Pizarrian. On the other hand, Lukin found it hard to imagine why the Pizarrians would allow foreign troops into their territory.

“What is this place?” he asked Delaron.

“Huell comes to greet us,” Delaron said.

“Huell the Giant?” Lukin asked, seeing a large man standing atop the earthen mound, watching them descend.

Delaron nodded. “That’s one of his names. I prefer Huell the Smell, and I recommend not sharing a tent with him.”

“It couldn’t be.” Lukin knew Huell the Giant was a figure of legend.

The man did look massive, though, and something large was strapped to his back. Could it be the giant’s famous battle axe?

“Believe me,” Delaron said. “He has to be smelled to be believed.”

He wasn’t the biggest man Lukin had ever seen, but he was the broadest, with wide shoulders and thick arms. And as they approached, the large double-bladed axe on his back became clearer.

“Where did you disappear to?” Huell’s scowl was aimed at Delaron.

“Why, I’ve just gone and found one of the bearers. What have you accomplished these last few days?”

“You’re kidding me.” Huell shook his head. More bloody kids ending up with the weapons of power. “Which one is the bearer?”

“We both are,” Lukin said. “And he didn’t bring us. We came ourselves.”

“I’ll get the wizard and the staffbearer. And Fellanni if she’s around. We can meet in Krillo’s tent.” Huell turned and strode across the camp.

Does he mean a real wizard? Mortlebee thought.

“This way.” Delaron took a few steps forward then turned back because Lukin and Mortlebee hadn’t moved. “Coming?”

What in renka-Mezziall is going on? Mortlebee thought.

“Who are you? What is this place?” Lukin had expected to find the bearer. He hadn’t expected to find him protected by a troop of soldiers and by a living legend and by whatever Delaron was.

“I’m Delaron, and this is Wellan’s Hollow. Didn’t we cover this? Are you a bit slow, kid? No shame in it if you are.”

“You know what I meant.” Heat rose in Lukin’s face. “How did you know we were bearers?”

“One of the weapons of power is a ring. And you keep fidgeting with that gold band around your finger.”

“I don’t...” Lukin glanced down, where the fingers of his left hand were unconsciously twirling his ring. He snatched his hands apart, realizing he’d have to break that habit.

Delaron addressed Mortlebee. “Where are you hiding your weapon of power?”

“I don’t have it any more.”

“Lost?”

“I threw it away.”

Delaron burst out laughing. “You know what? That’s probably the smartest thing you could have done.”

Mortlebee flushed. “Then why are you laughing?”

“I’m just imagining the reaction of the others, the wailing and gnashing of teeth and so on. It wasn’t the axe by any chance, was it? Huell would turn a delightful shade of purple.”

“The bow,” Mortlebee said.

“Fellanni is almost as reluctant as me. She won’t mind. You asked me who I am.” Delaron adopted a fighting stance, one foot forward, the other back. He took several half steps forward then a few back, slashing the air with an imaginary sword. “I am the swordbearer.”

“No you aren’t.” Lukin remembered Huell had mentioned a staffbearer and knew that only one of the remaining weapons was in the camp.

“I’m not the bearer of the sword of power. It’s the sword of what-should-have-been that is my burden and my gift.”

Things began to make sense. “Five warriors to receive the weapons, and they gathered in this camp. Then the wizards made a renka out of things.”

“Good summary.” Delaron nodded. “The Order went to great lengths to select the perfect person for each weapon. Instead, we get a staffbearer who can’t access magic, a bowbearer who threw his weapon away, and a ringbearer who’s a bit slow.”

“I’m not slow,” Lukin said.

Delaron just grinned at him. “This way.”

Lukin glared at his departing back. The ex-beggar had officially become the most annoying person in the world.

“You should have given him those apples.” Mortlebee gave Lukin a smug smile then followed Delaron to the tent and ducked inside after him.

Lukin let himself calm down, which also gave him a chance to consider the new situation. Just after considering trying to get in contact with the Lord Protector’s forces, he ended up in a camp controlled by the Order and the Soylant Wizards. Does that mean I’m stuck in the backwoods of Pizarr?

Huell held open the flap of Krillo’s tent to allow a middle-aged, black-haired woman—the wizard, Lukin guessed—to enter, then he ducked in after. He was about to follow when he heard a shout behind him.

“Ringbearer, over here.”

Chapter 29
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Are they my new tribemates? Simeon wondered, sheltering in the shadow of one of the outer tents.

Huell had told him the ringbearer and bowbearer had arrived, and instead of going to Krillo’s tent, Simeon had found a vantage point to watch the two bearers talk with Delaron. They were both dressed in Pizarrian cloaks. One of the boys, slight and thin with brown hair, looked timid and hesitant. The other, black haired and taller, was more confident, though Delaron was clearly getting under his skin. Simeon wasn’t surprised. Delaron would annoy even the most serene person.

Delaron and the brown-haired boy entered Krillo’s tent, followed shortly by Huell and Sierre.

Instinctively, Simeon called out to the black-haired boy. “Ringbearer, over here.” Simeon had seen a glint of light reflecting from the black-haired boy’s hand.

The ringbearer twisted around and, seeing Simeon, approached. “Staffbearer. I’ve come a long way to find you.” He held out his hand.

Yes, Simeon decided, this is my new tribe. Stronger than tribe. He took the ringbearer’s hand and shook it. “Via our weapons, we are bonded to each other.”

“Whoa,” the ringbearer said. “We’ve just met. It’s a bit early for vows. My name is Lukin. What is this ‘tribe’ business?”

“Simeon.” He realized he’d have to get used to the ringbearer reading his thoughts. “Tribe runs together, tribe learns together, tribe fights together, tribe stays together, tribe is raised together.”

“I thought Mortlebee was the one who grew up in a cult.” Lukin smiled. “So, should we follow the rest into Krillo’s tent?”

Simeon shook his head. “Why? So they can decide for us what we should do? We are the bearers, not them.” After the incident with Sierre, Simeon had decided he could no longer rely on those who were supposed to be in charge. When he was in the tribe, he’d followed his instructors without question, assuming they ultimately had his best interests at heart. Xelinder’s death had shown that to be a lie. Also, Simeon no longer thought Sierre was the person who could guide him.

A slow smile spread across Lukin’s face. “I like you.”

Simeon smiled back. “Good. It’s not necessary for tribemates to like each other, but it makes the tribe strong. You aren’t frightened by the idea of making our own choices.” It sure frightened Simeon. If his decisions were wrong, people could get hurt or, worse, die as a result. Whenever he contemplated his future, he felt like a child stumbling in the dark.

“Not at all. I’ve wanted to be my own man for a long time. And now that...” Lukin paused. “Just as long as this is a tribe of adventurers, I’m all for it.”

“What’s the other bearer like?”

“He’s been corrupted by religious crazies, but there’s a good heart underneath. And strong mettle too.”

“Good. And the other bearers? Sierre told me—”

“Sierre?”

“She’s the wizard from the Invisible Towers who found me and brought me here. Anyway, she told me the ring is designed to be able to detect the other weapons. That’s how you found me, right?”

Lukin nodded. “The bow is still in Tockery and hasn’t been moved since Mortlebee threw it away. I imagine that Zubrios’s clerics have it. You know about the tracking crystal?”

“It disappeared from the Invisible Towers. Sierre wasn’t sure the Lord Protector got hold of it, but it seemed likely.”

“The other two weapons are west of here,” Lukin said. “One, I think, is in Blackstone. The other started in the northwest and is steadily moving south.”

“Blackstone,” Simeon said. “That must be where our path leads.”

“Believe me, I want to have all the weapons and their bearers together. We have the problem of the tracking crystal, though,” Lukin said. “Redbirds almost intercepted Mortlebee and me crossing into Pizarr. Not that I want to stay here, but there’s nowhere else in Mageles where the redbirds won’t get to us.” Lukin paused and considered before continuing. “Unless we decide that our path lies with Zubrios.”

“The wizards created the weapons to be used against Zubrios,” Simeon said.

“When a blacksmith creates a sword and sells it, he doesn’t thereafter get to decide on which side the sword fights.”

Simeon considered. Zubrios had been an enemy to the Pizarrians since he’d arrived in Mageles. The center of the continent had been divided into small fiefdoms, which the Pizarrian warriors had raided. Zubrios had united the fiefdoms and stopped the warriors from raiding north of the Hatori. However, when Simeon left Medalon that night with Sierre, he’d done so to forge his own path.

Lukin had been studying Simeon carefully. “So you agree?” he asked.

“Shouldn’t you ask permission before rummaging around in someone’s thoughts?” Simeon asked.

“That’s not the way it works.”

“I would be careful about what you say in this camp,” Simeon said. “Sierre doesn’t know if our deaths would allow others to become bonded to the weapons, but I’m sure I’m not the only one who has considered that.”

Lukin looked startled. “You think one of the chosen warriors might try to kill us and take our weapons?”

“I don’t think any are the type. But who can tell? If they thought we weren’t on their side, though...”

“The bowbearer isn’t the biggest fan of Zubrios’s clerics,” Lukin said.

“I’m not saying we should take the Lord Protector’s side. I’m saying we shouldn’t be pawns to anyone, not the wizards, not the Order, not the clerics, no one.”

“Mightn’t be all that easy.”

“Easy? It’ll be dragon-breathing impossible.” Simeon grinned. “Good job we have weapons of power.”

Lukin nodded at the staff in Simeon’s hand. “I thought you couldn’t use yours.”

“So far.” Simeon moved closer to Lukin and grabbed him by the arm. “Have you heard of the silver portal?”

Lukin shook his head.

“Preventing it was to have been the bearers’ first mission. Before we became involved.”

“I thought we weren’t going along with what all those here want.”

“I can see why they are terrified of this, though. Zubrios has been planning it for a long time, and it’s close to happening.”

“Both the Order and the redbirds have been collecting magical crystals,” Lukin said. “I figured the Order wanted them for the weapons-of-power spell. So you are telling me that Zubrios wants them for this silver portal. What does it do?”

“Portals are usually a dull gray color.” Sierre had been teaching Simeon everything she knew about them. He knew he had to figure out how to create them, or his weapon was a total waste. “The stronger they are, the lighter the color as more light gets through. Zubrios wants to create a portal that crosses the Grell Barrier.”

“Cool. I wouldn’t mind seeing some dragons or Ferang demons.”

“Think it through,” Simeon said. “The barrier was created because nonmagical humans were treated as slaves.”

Because those with magic were so much more powerful than nonmagical people, Grell had realized that the only way to create a fair society for those without magic was to completely segregate the two sides. In ten thousand years, the barrier had only been breached twice. Three thousand years earlier, Mezziall had come across and swiftly conquered Mageles. His rule had been benevolent. The other time, only thirty years earlier, Zubrios had crossed.

“If the Lord Protector brings across a hundred, a thousand as powerful as him, we’ll return to the way it was before Grell created the barrier,” Simeon said. “Those without magic will become second class. Our whole society will be turned upside down.”

“There are already many with magical power,” Lukin said. “Some of the clerics, the wizards.”

“Those with magical power in Mageles are all descendants of Mezziall. They are few in number, and their abilities are very limited in comparison with someone like Zubrios or Mezziall. Both conquered the continent in short order. Imagine a thousand with that same power.”

Lukin nodded. “Scary.”

“It is.” Simeon’s staff felt heavy in his hand whenever he thought about it, and his failure at using it pressed down upon him. He and Lukin had both been just kids not long before. “Perhaps it is too big for us.”

“Adults always think they know better. Doesn’t mean they do,” Lukin said. “If he opens the silver portal, does Zubrios plan to bring across as many from the other side as he can?”

“Sierre isn’t sure. You know what a comstal is?”

“Of course. Do even barbarians have them these days?”

“Pizarrians aren't barbarians.” Perhaps we were, but I wasn’t going to let a city-reared boy call us that. “And I’ve even used a comstal.” Kind of. Tarla had once borrowed the only comstal in Medalon for Woman’s Council business and used it to talk to the holder of that comstal's pair. A snippet of Simeon's voice had traveled to Rocksea via the comstal's magic. “Anyway, Sierre thinks Zubrios has a comstal that can communicate with someone on the other side of the barrier and has arranged for allies of his to cross over.”

“Makes sense that he would only bring allies across. He will want mages to help him rule rather than those who will fight to take his place.”

“Exactly.”

“So our path is clear,” Lukin said. “We have the weapons of power, and now we have to use them to stop this portal being created, stopping at all the taverns along the way if at all possible.”

Simeon didn’t know whether Lukin was joking or not, so he settled on a half grin. Simeon still hadn’t figured out the other bearer. Stopping Zubrios seemed impossible, yet Lukin seemed ready to dive straight into the challenge in a brave yet flippant way. It was both encouraging and scary.

“As far as the wizards know, the silver-portal spell is being prepared close to Blackstone.”

“Perfect,” Lukin said. “We’ll be able to pick up another bearer there to help us. Can the wizard portal us there?”

“She’s an energy-mage. Perhaps she could comstal with the Invisible Tower and persuade them to send a portal-mage to help us. However, I think it’s better if I figure out how to use the staff. Then I can portal us there.”

“You can learn to use it?”

“Sierre thinks I won’t be able to.” However, Simeon had to believe she was wrong. “We haven’t tried everything yet, though.”

“I haven’t been there in a while, but from what I remember, Blackstone is a fine place for adventurers.”

Simeon decided ignoring Lukin’s flippancy and focusing on his positivity was best. “Shall we join the rest in Krillo’s tent?”

“Is there any point in having a meeting now?” Lukin asked. “We’ve already decided what has to be done.”

“Best to let the older folks think they are making the decisions.”

Chapter 30
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Twig had been floating in a bubble of nothingness for an eternity. Is this death? she wondered. No. Death was an empty stare and a slab of meat to feed the fish or the carrion eaters. She was in a bubble, so she knew an edge, an end must exist. She reached for it and found it impossibly far. But an outside existed, something beyond the nothingness. She stretched and was able to sense something. Sounds? Voices and a man whimpering, barely perceptible—but after an eternity of nothingness, they were a lifeline.

She tried to stretch again, but weariness enveloped her, and she returned to drifting through the nothingness.

An eternity later, a man’s scream shattered the nothingness. Twig’s eyes popped open. Water dripped onto stone, and a rodent scuttled into a corner. Her eyes took some time to adjust to the dim light. She was lying on a hard bed in a small room. The man chained against the far wall had stopped screaming but continued to moan under his breath.

He became aware she was awake. “She’s waking up. Get Rawls.” His groan was half agony and half ecstasy. “Please, somebody get Rawls. Tell him she’s alive.”

A door opened, and Twig twisted her neck toward it. Torchlight streamed in. A man popped his head in, looked at Twig, then shut the door behind him.

She couldn’t make out the features of the chained man in the dark. His voice was familiar, but Twig couldn’t quite figure it out. He muttered to himself—something about Mezziall and “alive” and demons and Rawls.

Twig tuned out his babbling. She figured Rawls would be there soon, and she needed to focus. A sheet covered her. Underneath it, she still wore her clothes, cloak and all. Her lips were dry, and she was terribly thirsty. How long have I been out? She tried to lift her right arm. It took an immense amount of effort just to raise it a thumbswidth. Even that felt like a victory.

The door opened again, and the man who’d popped his head in earlier entered with two lit torches. Twig slitted her eyes against the blinding orange light. The man placed one torch on the wall by Twig’s bed and the other near the chained man. The torch bearer left, leaving the door open.

With the chained man’s face visible, despite it being mangled and bloody, Twig was able to recognize the bearded man who’d captured her. He was naked, with cuts and weals crisscrossing his body. Shackles held his arms over his head. And I thought I was in a bad way.

A large man with a big chest and hunched shoulders filled the doorway, pausing a moment to take in the scene before him, before continuing inside. Twig’s sword dangled by his side in his big fist, looking more like a knife. Straight black hair fell down around his shoulders, and his face was a jumble of leathery skin.

The bearded man spoke. “Rawls, thank the heavens, you’re here. You see now what I told you was true. I didn’t hit the bitch that hard. I didn’t really hurt her. Could you let me go, now? I’ll never disobey you again, Rawls. I’ve learned my lesson.”

Rawls pointed Twig’s sword at the man’s throat. “Be quiet.”

The bearded man licked his lips.

“Now.” Rawls approached Twig. “Can you talk?”

Twig’s throat was so dry that talking would be difficult. At the same time, she didn’t feel like saying anything.

“Nod or shake your head. Can you understand me?”

Twig didn’t respond.

Rawls gave a thin-lipped smile. “That’s the way of it, is it? The thing is, you don’t know me yet. Because of that, I won’t go too hard on you initially.” He tapped the flat of the blade against the frame of the bed. “In time, you’ll discover that I don’t have much patience.” He whirled, took two steps, and stabbed the point of the sword into the bearded man’s palm.

The man screamed, loud and long.

“Now, you’re probably wondering how torturing one of my own men will get you to answer my questions.” He twisted the sword, and the man’s scream turned into a shriek. Blood trickled down the hilt of the sword, coating Rawls’s fingers. “I just wanted you to know that I don’t have much patience, so don’t test me. If I’ll do this to one of my own, imagine how I treat my enemies.”

He extracted the sword. Blood spilled from the man’s palm and onto his head and face. The screaming turned into sobbing.

“Can you understand me?” Rawls asked again.

Twig nodded. She knew she should be terrified, but all she felt was a deep coldness.

“Can you speak?”

Twig opened her mouth and tried to talk. Her throat cracked, and all that came out was a rasp. She shook her head.

He nodded. “You’ve been out a few days—could do with some water. I haven’t come to nurse you. I’ll send someone after. Do you know why the man behind me is being tortured?”

Twig shook her head.

“I told him you weren’t to be harmed. I didn’t realize one of your victims was his nephew. Even so, it shouldn’t have mattered. I wanted you alive, and he brings you back to me close to death after you were captured unharmed. So he is punished. He’s known me long enough. You, having just met me, have a small leeway that he doesn’t. But he’s happy that you woke up since I told him that means his freedom.” Rawls held up a set of keys and jangled them.

“Thank you.” The bearded man’s voice was a strangled whisper as blood continued to trickle upon him from his wounded palm. His legs had buckled, and the chains on his wrists were the only things keeping him upright.

Rawls approached him, but instead of freeing him, he stabbed the man in the chest.

He died quickly.

Rawls dropped the keys at his feet. “I lied.”

He turned back to Twig. “This is stuff you should know about me if we are going to work together. Trusting me is a bad idea. Obeying me is a good idea. Clear?”

Twig nodded. She glanced at the bloodied sword in Rawls’s fist. The sword might not have given supernatural speed to anyone else, but it continued to deal out death.

“Now, you are probably wondering what’s in store for you. You have, after all, killed a number of my men, and I’m not someone who forgives and forgets. However, for me, everything is about relationships. When you killed those men, you didn’t know me, and you didn’t know they were my men. Now we know each other, things are different. You understand?”

Twig nodded again. She understood that Rawls preferred chains of fear and blood to ones of metal.

“It’s the sword, isn’t it?” Rawls held up the bloodied blade. “It gives you your power, your speed?”

Twig nodded.

“I thought so. You could have been a speed-mage, but no color-changing crystals were found on you. And though at first glance, the sword doesn’t appear particularly special, the more I study it, the more remarkable it seems. For instance, I can’t detect a join between blade and hilt. It appears all one piece. There have been rumors that the wizards in the Invisible Towers were trying to create weapons of power. They may have succeeded.”

Twig had heard about the Invisible Towers but not the weapons of power. Is that what my sword is? How did it reach me from the Soylant Forest?

“I can use it as a normal sword,” Rawls said. “It’s sharp. It kills people like any other blade, though smaller than most.” He swiped it through the air, and drops of blood sprayed onto Twig’s face. “It isn’t magical for me, though, or any of my men. Do you know why?”

Twig shook her head.

“You know less than me, don’t you? The wizards couldn’t have meant it for a Blackstone street urchin. Something went wrong, either by mistake or perhaps interference. If interference, most likely, Zubrios was involved. He is becoming more active, extending the limits of his influence.” Rawls stared into the torchlight for a moment before continuing. “Either way, something went wrong, and it’s to our benefit. While you were unconscious, I talked to someone who knows about magic. I’ve learned that magic weapons are extremely difficult to make and that it’s common for them to become bonded to a single person. That’s why the power only works for you.”

Rawls suddenly walked out the door. “Send someone to feed and nurse the girl back to health,” he called out. “She’s going to live.”

Rawls returned and sat down on the bed beside Twig, placing the sword on the floor. He touched her forehead with a finger and dragged the finger down her temple and onto her cheek.

Twig’s skin crawled. She felt more helpless than when she’d been trapped in the nets and was being punched in the head.

Rawls turned his finger up to show Twig the blood he’d wiped from her face. “You are young, but you already have blood on you. I’m not going to punish you for killing my men, but the way I see it, you owe me.”

Twig’s insides clenched up. Rawls’s gaze was like nothing she’d ever experienced before. She’d thought she’d already seen true evil, but Krawl was nothing compared to Rawls. And she was now his. That was what that gaze said. It made her want to return to the eternity of nothingness from which she had just woken.

“There’s a possibility that, if you were dead, I could bond the sword to someone else. It’s not a certainty, and I don’t want to risk losing the power that has fallen in my lap.” He stood. “I did a bit of investigating about you. Do you care for the spice seller?”

How could Rawls know about Bareth? Twig shook her head, but Rawls read a different answer in her eyes.

“So you do.” Rawls smiled. “You’re a smart girl, and I think we now understand each other. I won’t have to go into detail about all the bad things that will happen to you, this spice seller, and anyone else you care for if you try my patience.” He patted her hand then bent to pick up her sword again.

He walked over to the corpse hanging from the wall, shoved the sword deep into the man’s breast, then released the hilt. “I’ll leave this sheathed here until you are ready to take it.” He turned toward Twig once more. “Remember: Just as the sword is your weapon, from now on, you are my weapon.”

Chapter 31
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Black gunk coated the bottom of the wooden bath—whoever had used it last must have smelled awful before bathing. However, despite reddened hands and aching arms, Suma applied the scrubbing brush with relish. Her mother would have fainted to see her daughter like that, but Suma enjoyed the work. Thoughts about her axe, her family, and her future went in circles. She found a definite satisfaction in having a task to do, working at it, and seeing it done.

Six wooden tubs of various shapes and sizes were crammed into the bathing room. Buckets for bringing in the water were piled high by the door. The wood of the tubs breathed out heat and steam nestling against the rafters. Mildew hid in the corners, dripping moisture.

Suma’s brush fit neatly in her hand, with wiry bristles that attacked the dirt. She rinsed it in the bucket of water beside her. Dirt swirled free from her brush, darkening the clear water.

The door opened, and Suma looked up, startled. The day before, a middle-aged naked man had walked in, all fleshy and jiggling. She had fled, squealing, while he laughed. This time, to Suma’s relief, Gritta entered. The naked man had made her picture what Lord Washmir would have looked like on his wedding night. She shuddered and resumed scrubbing. The bottom of the tub was a prettier picture than that.

“You’re still working?” Gritta grabbed another scrubbing brush from the shelf and kneeled down beside Suma.

“You thought I’d have given up by now?”

“I never thought you’d start.” Gritta was the sister of the cabin boy on the ship. She seemed much older than her true age, which was nineteen. She was stocky, with shoulder-length brown hair and a plain face.

“Neither did I,” Suma said. “But I’m glad I did.” She couldn’t remember what exactly had possessed her to start helping; Suma had never done any work in the castle—servants took care of that type of thing. It possibly had simply been an excuse to stay talking with Gritta, the alternative being to stay in her room. The more Suma got to know Gritta, the more she admired her. Gritta was unlike any other woman Suma had known. Independent and strong, she had the qualities that Suma admired in the heroines of her books.

“You can’t keep doing this,” Gritta said.

Suma stopped scrubbing. “Am I doing a bad job?” She wondered whether she should have paid more attention to the work the servants had been doing when she lived in Delmoria Castle.

Gritta snorted. “It’s just cleaning, girl. You do a fine job, better than most. We just can’t have guests scrubbing the floor and cleaning the tubs.”

“Why not?”

“You’re either a guest or a worker. You can’t be both.”

“Well, maybe I want to be a worker.” Suma resumed scrubbing, harder.

Gritta paused to watch her then shook her head. “Girl, you can have that tub glistening, and still you won’t have washed away the problem you are running from.”

“I’m not running from anything.”

“You can’t work here. In the evenings, us working girls serve the beer while doubling as the security.” Gritta reached into a pocket of her dress and pulled out a thick cudgel. “Other places, the patrons expect to get a good handful of soft flesh while being served—here, they know they’ll suffer broken fingers and get kicked out. You are too pretty and not tough enough to serve in Ma’s Kitchen.”

“I’m plenty tough.” When did I start to worry less about being pretty and more about being tough? Suma wondered.

Gritta shook her head. “No, girl, you aren’t. Not yet, at least. And I hope you never become tough because of the hardship that needs to come first.” Gritta plopped her scrubbing brush into the bucket of water. “Stop cleaning and listen to me.”

Suma left her brush in the tub and stood up.

“You don’t have the boobs for it, but you might find work serving in a different tavern,” Gritta said. “But I’d spare you that if I could. You don’t know how bad it can get. And after becoming a tavern wench, things usually go further downhill. I’ve seen it before. Noble girls who argued with their mother or refused to obey their father and ran away. Several years later, most of them are either dead or wish they were. Crush your pride and beg to be allowed to return. Cry into your lace handkerchief and realize that no matter how bad it becomes, it can always be worse.”

Suma turned away and stared at the far wall. “It’s more complicated than that.”

Gritta approached Suma from behind and touched her shoulder. “I didn’t mean to offend.”

At the touch and the kindness in Gritta’s voice, something released within Suma. Tears sprang unbidden to her eyes. She turned. “You’re right. I’m not tough.”

Gritta embraced her, and Suma buried her head into the woman’s shoulder. She didn’t know where the sobs were coming from, but they convulsed through her body.

Gritta didn’t say anything but simply held Suma. Shards of memories flooded through Suma’s mind. She remembered being chased by her brothers, laughing with her mother, watching the Duke leave on a hunt, and practicing on her harp with the other noble girls. They were good remembrances, so she had no reason to cry, yet the tears continued to come.

Gradually the sobs died away, and she separated from Gritta, wiping at her eyes and feeling embarrassed. “And I tried to tell you I was tough.”

“Having a good cry doesn’t mean you aren’t tough, child. Sometimes the tears are all blocked up inside you, and they have to come out before you can do anything else. Now, no more cleaning, okay?”

Suma nodded.

“Because you need to figure out what you are going to do. If you can’t go back, then you need to choose a new path. No matter how much topaz you have, it’ll run out before you know it, and then you’ll be in much worse shape. Maybe we can find a seamstress to apprentice you.”

Suma remembered doing embroidery with her mother, then another memory crowded that out. Coming from the Blackstone docks, someone had tried to steal her bags. Her axe was in her hand with a cloak folded over it, and she automatically yanked backward. The thief sailed through the air, landing in the dirt five paces away. The street was busy, but almost everyone stopped what they were doing to stare. The thief leaped to his feet and raced off, and Suma had hurried on, following the directions she’d been given to Ma’s Kitchen.

“You think I need a plan?” Suma asked.

“You do.” Gritta held the door open.

“Thank you for your help.” The bathing room was in the attic. Suma took the stairs down to the second floor, unlocked the door to her room, and entered. She had a plan, though she was pretty sure Gritta wouldn’t approve.

Suma’s room felt comfortable and familiar. Too comfortable and familiar, she realized. Her brother had secreted several sapphire kopecs in her luggage, but she hadn’t calculated how long her topaz would last.

She bent down, pulled the folded blanket from under her bed, and placed it on the mattress. She curled back one corner of the blanket to reveal the axe and ran her fingers along the blade. She was bonded to it, and just as it meant she couldn’t return to Delmoria Castle, it meant she couldn’t become a seamstress or a cleaner or a tavern server either. She couldn’t fool herself otherwise, even if the reflection staring back up at her from the blade of the axe was more common girl than noble.

She folded the blanket back over the axe and returned it under the bed. She then took her hand mirror from a small side table and wiped the tear streaks from her face. She tied up her hair, unable to even start making that presentable. The tops of her nails were rough and cracked and the skin of her hands still reddened from the scrubbing. She could not do much about that either.

She chose one of her worst dresses, and even that was too fancy for the common room of a tavern—the one she’d worn for scrubbing had been borrowed from Gritta. She rechecked the mirror and found the person looking back to no longer be a horror. It will have to do. She lay back in her bed and waited for night to fall.

The Armentell. She figured that was who she needed to talk to. From talk among the other serving girls, she’d heard that he came to Ma’s Kitchen every night. Though from everything she knew of the Order, she didn’t think that Armentells would be drunkards. The Armentell Order had a network that ran the length and breadth of Mageles. They also worked with the Soylant Wizards. If anyone knew something about this axe of hers, they did. Whether they would help her was another matter.

Through the small window, Suma could only see a small section of Blackstone, but each section was the same as any other. Never was a place better named—nothing but black stone whichever way one looked.

Black stone walls and gray skies—is there a place in Mageles more depressing?

Suma blinked her eyes open, and she realized she’d dozed off. Night had fallen. She stood up, smoothed out her dress, then opened the door and exited her room. She didn’t stop to reconsider, not allowing herself a chance to talk herself out of her plan. If it fails, I’ll try something else. If I fail to act, it means I’ve given up.

She descended the stairs. One of the serving girls ran up the stairs past her. The noise coming from the common room reminded Suma of the Duke’s banquets. As she walked into the common room, the first person she became aware of was Gritta, serving drinks at a far table. Gritta saw Suma too and shook her head.

Suma ignored her and scanned the room. Despite the crowd, she quickly spotted the Armentell. He’d been described as a bear of a man with a foamy beard. Suma hadn’t understand the foam part at the time, though she did upon seeing him. The Armentell was by himself in a corner. Several empty glasses crowded the table in front of him, and he held a half-full one in his hand. Foam from the ale clung to his unruly black beard.

Gritta had served the ale and was crossing the room. Suma moved away, pushing between tables. A black-haired youth moved his chair back, giving her space to reach the Armentell’s table.

“I need to talk to you,” she said. “Armentell business.”

The Armentell scowled. “Who sent you?”

“Nobody.” Suma tried to step back, but there was no room. He smelled like rotten meat.

“I’m done with the lot of you.”

Suma blinked. “No, you misunderstand. I’m not with the Order. I need your help.”

The Armentell stood, knocking over his table, the glasses smashing against the ground. The tavern plunged into silence. Those nearby backed away, and Suma found the space to take a step backward. She wished she’d brought her axe.

“Didn’t I tell you to leave me alone?” he shouted. “Haven’t you done enough to me?” He lifted his leg, and Suma’s stomach turned. His leg below the shin was squashed, and his foot was twisted away from the leg.

The black-haired youth whom she had passed stepped between her and the Armentell. “Leave her alone,” he shouted.

“Who the renka are you?” The Armentell shoved him in the chest and sent him crashing into a table. Ale sprayed everywhere as glasses went flying.

The Armentell took a step forward. The edge of a table pushed against Suma’s back as she tried to retreat further. Then the eyes rolled back in the Armentell’s forehead, and he toppled over.

Standing behind him was Gritta with her cudgel in her hand. “I told you not to come down here.”

“You also told me I needed to come up with a plan,” Suma said. “What I came up with doesn’t involve seamstresses.”

“I could have told you what would happen if you wanted to talk to Gredoble.” She looked down at him. “He’s doing his best to drink himself to death. It’s just taking him longer than he would like.”

A gray-haired man lifted the black-haired youth to his feet. The youth shrugged off his help and came over to Suma.

“Will you allow me to buy you a drink?” he asked Suma.

“You came to my aid. You must allow me to treat you.” Something about her own words felt weird to Suma.

Although Gritta gave both the youth and Suma a long look, she didn’t come up with an objection. Instead, she summoned another girl to help her drag the Armentell out.

“Carew,” the youth said, holding out his hand.

“Summer.” Suma shook his hand, using the name she had adopted for herself since leaving Delmoria.

They sat opposite each other at a table. Suma looked around for someone to take a drink order, but all the girls were involved in cleaning up the mess. The noise of the tavern was gradually returning.

A moment of awkwardness hung between Carew and Suma.

Carew said, “I’ve been looking for you.”

“How can you be looking for me? You don’t know who I am.”

He grinned. “Yet I found you.”

The exchange was both strange and familiar. Suma glanced across at the gray-haired man, who was watching them. She knew enough soldiers to recognize the straight-backed way they stood. There had been a familiarity in the way Carew brushed him off. He was clearly the young man’s protector, yet they didn’t sit together.

Suddenly, it became clear why the strange situation seemed familiar. Suma smiled shyly at Carew. “Where are you from, Carew?”

“I’m from the barony of Hokeland in the north-east of Uniteia.”

Suma knew he wasn’t, not because he looked like he was lying but because she had figured out he had to be a prince in disguise. That was why everything seemed familiar. She had read about a similar meeting many times in different books. “And how do you know you found me?”

Carew blinked, uncertain. His eyes were brown, his hair cut short. He wasn’t dazzlingly handsome, but his face lit up when he smiled. “Do you ever feel you are special and no one recognizes it?”

“Absolutely not,” Suma said. “Anyone who doesn’t recognize it, I beat them over the head until they do.”

“Like that bearded guy?” Carew grinned.

“Someone else hit him over the head.”

“You had business with him.”

“I should never have approached him. It was all a big misunderstanding.”

Gritta came over to their table and put a glass of red wine in front of Suma and a glass of ale in front of Carew. A frown crinkled the skin above her nose. She looked as though she wanted to say something but didn’t, instead heading off to serve another table.

Suma took a sip of wine and then, seeing her red blotches and crusty nails, swiftly hid her hands under the table. She wished she’d thought to borrow makeup from one of the girls. If I’d only known.

“I fear I got excited and started my story in the middle.” Carew took a drink of ale. “Let me explain myself. I’m a fourth son in Hokeland with no chance of inheriting a worthy position. I had to turn up at official family functions, but other than that, everyone forgets about me. I knew I could be something more if given the chance. So I left and traveled south, keeping my eyes and ears open. I was searching for something special. I was sure I would know what it was when I found it, and when I reached Blackstone, two stories caught my attention and wouldn’t let go.”

“Two stories?” Suma had no doubt she had found her prince. But she couldn’t understand why she felt a thread of disappointment inside herself.

“One was about a cloaked phantom who could move like the wind. The other was about a pretty blond girl who tossed a thief halfway down the street.”

Suma smiled. “It wasn’t that far. How did you know I was here?”

“So it is you.” Carew leaned forward. “I’ve spent evenings in several of the taverns around Ferrel Street, where it was said to have happened. As soon as you walked into the room, I knew it was you I was looking for. What’s your secret? Are you a strength-mage?”

“You can’t go asking a girl for her secrets as soon as you meet her.”

“I guess not.”

Suma reached out to touch his arm then remembered her red hands and swiftly returned them under the table. “You did save me.” Since he already knew half the truth, it wasn’t a big deal to share the rest. Plus, he was her prince come to rescue her. “I’m bonded to an axe that gives me strength.”

“I knew it was more than you just being a strength-mage,” Carew said. “I’ve never heard of a weapon like that.”

Suma wondered how long she would take. Falling in love with him hadn’t happened as fast as she would’ve expected, but she guessed every story was different. “Tell me about the other story of yours, the cloaked phantom.”

Suma realized why she felt the hint of disappointment. When she’d given up on the idea of a prince finding her, she’d come to the conclusion that she had to save herself. As stupid as it was, she wished Carew hadn’t fallen into her lap quite so easily.

“Stories about him started about twenty days ago,” Carew said. “He hunts criminals with a sword made of shadow.”

A magic sword. A thrill of excitement ran through Suma. “I got my axe"—she calculated—"twenty-four days ago. It has to be connected.”

“Unfortunately, the phantom was captured by a crime boss called Rawls.”

“We have to rescue him,” Suma said, all disappointment gone. The prince wasn’t going to be rescuing her; rather, both of them would be rescuing this phantom who had a weapon like her axe.

“I’m not sure that’s a great idea,” Carew said. “This crime boss isn’t someone to be crossed.”

“We’ll start planning the escape tomorrow,” Suma told him. She raised her wine glass toward his, and they clinked glasses. She took one sip of the wine then a second. She hadn’t experienced much wine in her life. It tasted good.

Chapter 32
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“I’m not sure there’s any point to this,” Mortlebee said.

“Humor me. Make an old warrior feel like she has a use,” Fellanni said.

“You’re not... you’re not old,” Mortlebee stuttered. That was a part of the problem for Mortlebee with the training. The issue wasn’t just that she wasn’t old—it was that she was incredibly beautiful. Her long, silver-colored hair reached down to her elbows, framing a face more angelic than human. Her eyes were the deep blue of the mountain lakes in the dark of the afternoon. Mortlebee realized he was staring at her and glanced away.

“Aren’t you sweet?” Fellanni smiled, and Mortlebee’s blush deepened. “Now, stand perpendicular to the target, legs shoulder width apart,” she said.

They stood on the edge of Wellan’s Hollow, just outside the earthen mounds. The tree line was only twenty paces away, and the tree Fellanni had chosen as a target had several arrows embedded in it—all put there by Fellanni herself, of course. Mortlebee had hoped the misting drizzle would have ended the practice session, but Fellanni paid no attention to it.

Each of those who were supposed to have received a weapon of power had adapted to the new situation differently. Huell the Giant stormed about angrily, and everyone gave him a wide berth. Delaron seemed to consider everything to be part of one giant cosmic joke, and untrained youths receiving the weapons of power only confirmed that to him. Lukin didn’t like Delaron much, which Mortlebee found surprising because he thought the two quite alike.

Like Fellanni, Sierre trained the person who had taken up her weapon, though Simeon was the one who insisted rather than the other way around. Mortlebee wasn’t sure exactly what went on in Sierre’s tent, but he’d heard a few cries and shouts coming out while Simeon was in there. Krillo the Armentell—currently named Krillo the Coward by Delaron—who was supposed to be the company ringbearer and leader, had left after learning what had happened to the weapons and had yet to return.

Fellanni, unfortunately, hadn’t been put off by Mortlebee throwing away his bow and was totally dedicated to training the new bowbearer. Mortlebee stood as Fellanni instructed and lifted a practice bow, holding it outstretched with his right arm. He wiped the back of his right hand across his eyes to clear the raindrops then nocked the arrow to the string and pulled.

“Firmer here.” Fellanni touched Mortlebee’s right shoulder.

Mortlebee glanced across at her. Flustered by her pretty eyes watching him and the warmth of her fingers on his shoulder, he quickly released the arrow. It flew like a dying duck and embedded itself in the ground twenty paces away.

“Sorry,” he said.

“It’s okay. Everyone was a beginner once.” Fellanni walked forward to retrieve the arrow.

“Really, though, this is pointless.”

“Explain to me why.”

Because you are too pretty, giving me a dry throat, sweaty palms, and a red face. “Because I don’t have the bow of power anymore.”

“You are still bonded to it.” She smiled. “It won’t be that easy for you to escape it, I’m afraid. This is about the scrolls of Kale, isn’t it? Kale’s path will be a difficult one to follow for a weaponbearer.”

Mortlebee sighed. “More like impossible. I don’t think I can stray much further and still find my way back.” Traveling with Lukin wasn’t exactly helping. “You’ve heard of the scrolls?”

Fellanni sat on the earthen mount and tapped the ground beside her, inviting Mortlebee to join her. She simply didn’t notice the rain drifting downward upon them. Mortlebee chose a spot about a pace away from her and sat. He folded the hood of his cloak over his head and tried to ignore the dampness creeping up his backside.

“I’ve read parts of the scrolls,” Fellanni said.

“You have? I didn’t think anyone outside Tockery would know anything about them.”

“The scrolls are beautifully written and full of noble sentiment. I’m sure scholars and philosophers throughout Mageles read them.”

“Why did you read them? Aren’t you just a soldier?”

“Just a soldier. Is that meant as an insult, or was it unintentional?”

Mortlebee was glad that the hood covered his face, as it was surely beetroot red. “Completely unintentional.”

“Don’t worry, I’m not hurt. You wouldn’t be able to think up an insult I haven’t heard before. It’s not only Tockians who have a poor impression of soldiers. But a soldier’s life is a tough one, and only the lucky get a better reward than a pace of steel in the gut. I was trained with the Delcessians and actually consider myself a warrior rather than a soldier.”

“The Delcessians?”

“They are well known, though I doubt they talk much about the warrior orders in Tockery. We are based in eastern Uniteia, and we are unique not only in being all women but also in encouraging members to study religion and philosophy. Soldiers are trained to kill at a master’s orders. As a warrior, sometimes we do that too. Other times, it’s kill or be killed. But once in a while, there’s a choice. We can choose to spare a life.”

“Surely the choice is always to spare,” Mortlebee said.

“The scrolls are clear on the subject, of course.” Fellanni’s smile was gentle.

“Crystal.” They were definite on all types of violence.

“I’ve made the choice to kill. Some men will murder and rape until they are put down,” Fellanni said. “Perhaps the scrolls work in the isolation of mountaintop villages, but their lessons are impractical in the rest of the world. I would love to live in a world where everyone followed their sentiments.” She shrugged. “It isn’t this world.”

Mortlebee remembered how his people ended up in the mountains. Generations before, the followers of Kale, sick of being raided by Pizarrians, fled from central Mageles deep into the mountains of Tockery. There they learned to grow enough food in the rocky soil to survive. Then Lackma had arrived.

“Even the mountaintops aren’t isolated enough. Do you think I should abandon everything I have learned?” Is that even possible? “I’ll never be able to return to my family.” Just saying that out loud made Mortlebee feel uncomfortable. He rubbed at the side of his face.

“You don’t abandon it. You integrate it. The human conscience is an incredible thing. It comes from family, friends, religion, things that happen to us, things that we learn. A myriad of influences combined into a single thing. A lifetime of influence that is compressed into a split-second decision.” Fellanni looked deep into the forest, the drizzle misting around her face. “Kill if you have to,” an instructor once told me, “but kill with conscience.”

“So you have killed people, but your conscience is clear—is that what you are telling me?”

The smile left her face. If her expression was anything to go by, instead of seeing the distant trees, she was watching the unfolding of terrible events. “You also have a lifetime to regret a split-second decision. People see Huell or even Delaron, and they assume they have killed a lot of men, and they hope most of them deserved it. People see me, and they see a woman playing with a bow and arrows. But I’ve killed more men than Huell, perhaps even Delaron.” She glanced across at Mortlebee. “I have been called beautiful a thousand times and often called a whore moments later for not being willing to be that man’s plaything, logic not being everyone’s strong suit. Those who admire my looks don’t realize that they are a curse.”

“I killed one of Zubrios’s clerics,” Mortlebee blurted.

“I wish I could say that the weight of that will disappear. Though the memory of it will fade, it will always be with you,” Fellanni said. “The world needs good people to do bad things. Maybe a merchant doesn’t get robbed, or a butcher doesn’t get his throat slit, or a milk maid doesn’t get raped because someone was killed who needed to be. Hell, maybe a war is prevented. But we who did the killing will never know for sure. The death will always be on our hands, haunting our dreams.”

“Lackma’s death will haunt me forever?” The parable of the penitent man had no mention of continuing nightmares after the man was forgiven.

“If it stops haunting you, that’s when you worry,” Fellanni said. “The butcher or milkmaid will never thank us for what we do. They’ll be more likely to spit on us. I accepted the responsibility of becoming a bearer when Krillo called, but I didn’t crave it. The burden is on you now.”

“You make it sound so bleak.” Mortlebee sensed quite a contrast from Lukin and his talk of adventures and taverns. “Has watching me drive arrow after arrow into the ground driven you to depression?”

Fellanni’s gentle smile returned. “You’ve done fine. Some only see the good in themselves and what they do. Others only see the bad. You must learn to see your own light.” She stood. “You said to me that this was pointless because you want to return to following the dictates of the scrolls. It’s always best to be prepared. Choosing not to use your bow is a powerful decision. Being incompetent with it is a weak one.”

Mortlebee stood beside her. “Will I ever see my family again?”

“That I don’t know,” she said. “Let me tell you about my family. They were good folk, and I often picture the happy reunion I will have with them when I return one day. Deep down, I know it wouldn’t be like that, for I have changed too much. Despite the memory of our love, I would be alien to them and they to me. But still, I imagine happy tears when we are one day reunited.”

“What are you saying?” The drizzle had stopped, and Mortlebee pulled back his hood, spraying heavy drops down his neck. A patch of blue sky in the distance promised a better afternoon.

“Treasure the memories of your loved ones, but look forward not back. Maybe one day, you’ll reach a place in your life when you can be with them again, but for now, you are the bowbearer. Your very presence would bring them danger.”

Mortlebee nodded. That wasn’t the answer he’d wanted to hear, but he could live with it. “Thank you.”

“For the unrelenting bleakness of a hardened warrior? We give that off like a stench. It’s not something to be thanked for. Now, raise the bow, sight the target, and stand firm.”

Mortlebee did as she asked.

She gave him a little push, and he stumbled. “Firm, I said. Let your feet grip the ground. Tense your stomach and buttocks.”

At the word buttocks, Mortlebee flushed again, and all at once, his awareness of her returned, the way her silver hair blew back in the wind, how her tunic flared out below her belt. The breeches fit too well, showing the shape of her thighs and the swell of her buttocks. Mortlebee felt stupid and embarrassed—after everything they had talked about, including how she suffered from the attentions of men, and still he was like that around her. His embarrassment only added to the redness of his cheeks.

“To get a strong core, remember to do those exercises I gave you, every day. If your frame is strong”—she pushed at his shoulder again, and that time he remained firm—“then your arrows have a chance of going straight.

“Imagine your shoulders as far apart as possible.” Fellanni gestured in front of her chest and arched her back slightly as she stretched out her shoulders.

Mortlebee became very aware of her breasts. He puffed out his chest. His own movements had none of her grace.

“Stretch out your left hand as far as it can go, holding the bow out in front of you. At all times, keep your frame strong. Once the bow is in place, take hold of the arrow and nock it to the string. Hold the arrow just firmly enough so it doesn’t fly from your hand. Pull back in a single smooth movement as far as your cheek. Your right eye looks down the length of the arrow. Tension runs along the string through the bow and all the way through the body to the ground. Feel the ground and the bow at the same time. Inject the strength of the ground into the bow. The release happens almost by itself. You barely have to think about it. When the eye and the body are lined up with the target, your fingers will relax, and the arrow will fly.”

Mortlebee’s muscles trembled as the fletching of the arrow wobbled against his cheek.

“Did you get all that?” Fellanni asked.

Buttocks firm as iron, breasts pushed forward, eyes blue as the cold mountain lakes, hair silver blond like wheat in moonlight. “More or less.” Mortlebee released, and the arrow flew high into the forest—nowhere near the target, but at least the arrow had gone more than ten paces that time.

Fellanni tensed, looking over Mortlebee’s shoulder.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Movement in the trees on the other side of the camp.”

He turned. “Maybe one of our soldiers returning from a hunt.”

“I saw a scarlet cloak.”

Mortlebee shook his head. “It couldn’t be. The treaties.”

“The Pizarrian treaties have just been voided.”

Chapter 33
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The staffbearer was a fraud. Lukin stood in the awning of Krillo’s tent, listening to the light rain wash against the sides of the tents and watching drops plop over the edge of the awning. Three days Simeon had spent trying to use his staff, leaving Sierre’s tent at the end of each day with only a scowl for his efforts. It was becoming clear that Sierre was right and Simeon simply had no magical ability and would never be able to use the staff.

Lukin sighed. First, a religious crazy, and now this. It’s hard to put together a decent band of adventurers in this day and age.

Boredom was the absolute worst. On the first evening he’d arrived, Lukin had found a group of soldiers to gamble with. Unfortunately, they had quickly wiped him out. He wasn’t sure if that was because they were cheating or because he didn’t exactly understand the rules of the game they were playing or because he’d just been unlucky. The soldiers had been much less friendly when he had no topaz to gamble with.

The rhythm of the falling drops slowed then began to miss their beats as the rain stopped. As Lukin stepped out from under the awning, the mud sucked at the soles of his boots. With the exception of the sentries on the edge of the forest, the soldiers remained huddled inside the tents with the flaps down, giving the camp a deserted feel.

Lukin moved toward the western end of the camp, toward where Fellanni watched Mortlebee sight a bow. The Tockian looked like a dog trying to use cutlery—perhaps Sierre had more chance of squeezing magic from Simeon. With Sierre teaching Simeon and Fellanni teaching Mortlebee, Lukin had been left out. Delaron had offered to train Lukin with the sword, but he hadn’t escaped sparring with Flechir to volunteer to fight with another. Krillo the Coward, who was to be the ringbearer, had deserted them—not that Lukin needed teaching. He’d been able to use his ring from the first.

He came to a stop just outside the circle of tents, intending to watch the archeress rather than join Fellanni and Mortlebee. He wasn’t alone in paying her extra attention—sometimes when she walked through the camp, time seemed to stop as the men paused what they were doing to turn and stare. The only warrior women Lukin had seen previously had been old hags.

Lukin had thought to talk to her—he still needed to practice his skill with women—but when he approached, she had given him a look. He still didn’t know how she’d managed to be so expressive with a subtle shift in her features, but he’d gotten the message and not bothered. That didn’t stop him watching her when he got the chance. He didn’t have much else to do. Her grace and economy of movement when she fired arrows were nearly as impressive as her beauty.

Shouts sounded behind him, and Lukin turned to see soldiers spilling out of their tents. Huell strode through the tent, shouting orders, but Lukin couldn’t hear exactly what he was saying. What the renka is going on?

Lukin ran back into the camp. Delaron, Sierre, and Simeon emerged from Sierre’s tent. Simeon immediately ran toward the back of the camp.

“What’s going on?” Lukin asked.

“Simeon’s gone to get the horses ready,” Delaron said. “There’s too many of them. We won’t be able to hold them off for long. You should go help him.”

Lukin grabbed Delaron’s arm as he tried to run past. “Too many of who?”

“Redbirds. Most of the sentries have been killed, so reports are unclear, but there are at least several hundred.”

“How?”

“We worry about that later. For now, we deal with the situation. Go help with the horses.”

Mud splashed as a dozen soldiers charged past, heading to where Huell was directing their forces. No way was Lukin going to miss out on a battle involving Huell the Giant.

“No.” Lukin knew that wasn’t how adventurers ended up in songs. “I’m fighting with you.”

Delaron hesitated only an instant. “Come on, then.”

Lukin raced after Delaron, and they joined the other soldiers on top of the earthen mound to the front of the camp.

“What if they go around?” Lukin asked.

“Luckily, a frontal charge to overrun an undermatched and surprised enemy would be the traditional first step.” Delaron shook his head. “This is the most indefensible camp on the continent. Who knew they would break the treaties just to get a hold of you three?”

At the top of the ridge, the redbirds were forming up, their scarlet cloaks standing out clearly against the trees behind them. “What’s the second step?”

“Probably won’t need one. The first step succeeds around ninety-eight percent of the time.”

“Comforting.” Lukin filtered out the snippets of thoughts coming from the soldiers around him. He could do without the secondhand fear.

“Are you forgetting something important?” Delaron asked Lukin.

Lukin shrugged.

“First battle?”

Lukin nodded. He couldn’t even pretend he’d fought in a battle before.

“You’ll notice the other soldiers have items that you lack,” Delaron said. “Armor and shields for one. But I don’t have those myself. More importantly, something with a sharp, pointy end to stick in enemies.”

“I don’t have a sword.” If only he hadn’t lost Flechir’s in the Hatori. It, along with the Eorne Goblet, either was lying at the bottom of the river or had been taken by whoever found their horses.

“You’ve used one before?” Delaron asked.

Lukin nodded. “Sparred plenty. Never any good.” He could never satisfy his guardian.

“Well then, it would be better if you went back and helped Simeon get those horses ready. However, I recognize that bullheaded stupid look on your face.”

“I’m not stupid.”

“Realizing how stupid one’s younger self was is usually a happy revelation,” Delaron said. “Assuming a person lives that long.” He drew his sword and handed it over, hilt first.

Lukin hesitantly took it. “What about you?”

“One can always arm oneself on a battlefield, I find, if one survives long enough. Now, look lively. They are coming.”

The redbirds marched down the slope in formation. Many of the thoughts Lukin picked up from the soldiers to either side were just incoherent babbling.

Huell raised his axe high over his head and gave a mindless roar. He towered over the troops on either side of him, a true giant in that moment. The fearful thoughts around Lukin faded away. Instead, all those on the mound joined Huell in shouting their defiance.

Only when Lukin’s throat felt hoarse did he realize he was screaming along with everyone else. The redbirds broke into a charge. Breastplates gleamed dully in the afternoon light, and scarlet cloaks streamed out behind them. The helms covering the tops of their faces gave them an inhuman look.

The roars died down, and the waiting soldiers braced themselves, holding swords in front of themselves and axes over their heads.

“Seems that Huell’s reputation and size comes in useful with morale,” Delaron said. “Though his farts produce the same response in terms of the volume of men screaming.”

Light flared overhead, and Lukin looked up to see a red fireball arc toward them. He would have run except he had no idea where it was going to land. Around him, the rest of the soldiers also stared upward, transfixed.

“That two percent where we don’t get overrun doesn’t include the times where we are all burnt to a crisp before the battle starts,” Delaron told Lukin helpfully.

A green fireball whooshed over their heads and crashed into the red one. Lukin shielded his eyes at the explosion of intense light. Red and green sparks fizzed about before quickly dying out.

Lukin glanced backward. In the heart of the camp, Sierre stood alone, one palm upraised, her other hand clenched in a fist.

“Energy magic tends to cancel out other energy magic. Good job we have a mage with us.” Delaron nodded down to where the redbirds were almost upon them. “Nervous?”

“No.” Lukin would have denied it if he was, but he wasn’t. An elation had risen within him as they roared at their enemies, and it filled his chest like a giant wave waiting to explode.

“Pity. Still no signs of intelligence.” With that, Delaron walked down the mound, straight toward the charging redbirds.

Lukin stood frozen, unsure if he was supposed to follow.

None of the other soldiers did, and Huell was roaring, “Hold!"

One of the redbirds had broken into a sprint, separating himself from his ranks. Delaron stepped calmly toward the sprinting redbird. The redbird’s helm covered his nose and upper cheeks but didn’t hide his grin as he raised his sword over his right shoulder and slashed it down at the suicidal old man in front of him.

Lukin wasn’t sure how Delaron did it, but he shifted at the last moment. The sword cut through the air where he’d been a moment earlier. Delaron moved in close and yanked a knife from the redbird’s belt. The redbird’s expression had only just changed from triumph to surprise when he found his own knife thrust up through his chin. His mouth, opened wide in shock, showed the blade going up through the soft palette and into his brain. His head rolled backward, the hilt of the knife protruding from the bottom of his chin.

The sword fell from his lifeless hands, and Delaron grabbed it before it hit the ground. He flowed from one position to the next. One moment he was leaning forward, grabbing the hilt of the sword, the next he was leaning back, the sword above his head blocking a high strike, then he swiveled to one side to avoid an attack from another redbird. He swiftly retreated back up the mound, blocking strikes from enemies on either side. 

Lukin wasn’t given any more time to admire Delaron’s skill. The charging redbirds crashed into the defenders.

Everything happened quickly and slowly at the same time. Men hacked frantically at each other from both sides, but Lukin was able to smell the oil on an enemy’s blade, see the stubble on his chin, and smell his fear. Chaotic roaring and the clamor of hundreds of clashing blades exploded around him, yet a bubble of calmness surrounded Lukin.

His enemy stepped forward, and Lukin was ready. The strike would be a stab, aimed at the lower left area of his chest. He knew that before it happened, and he was able to deflect the blow. The sword felt heavy and clumsy in his hand, since a year had passed since he’d last sparred.

The helm of the enemy in front of him didn’t hide his snarl. Lukin thrust at the man’s neck but missed low, and the point hit the breastplate. Armor is useful. Who knew? For his next battle, he was going to make sure to have both armor and a weapon—providing he survived his first one.

The redbird’s blade slashed downward, and Lukin stepped sideways and back, then countered, thrusting up at his face again. That time, Lukin’s sword cut at an angle through the man’s neck. Blood spurted, spraying Lukin’s face, and the redbird fell backward off the mound.

Lukin barely had a chance to wipe the blood from his eyes before two more redbirds stepped toward him, both lashing out with their swords. Lukin jumped back. One fell, and Lukin stepped forward to block a second attack. The two swords got tangled, and the redbird used the leverage to shove Lukin. Lukin shifted to the left. His feet got tangled, and he fell, rolling down the mound into a sea of redbird legs.

Renka. Someone stepped on him. He sensed a blade stabbing down, and he rolled. Then he rolled back. He ignored a kick to his back, turning around so he could look up. All he could see were legs and scarlet cloaks. Not all those around him were aware that he was still alive, but one of them certainly was, two hands on his hilt as he stabbed downward once again.

Lukin rolled, and the blade cut through his cloak, missing flesh. Too close. Lukin kicked out toward where the blow had come from. His toes hit metal. Renka, that was dumb. A foot landed beside his face, and he lashed out with his sword, but the foot dodged.

“Not me, idiot.” Delaron’s voice.

A space opened around Lukin as two bodies fell nearby and several sets of feet backed away. When Delaron lowered his hand, Lukin took it and was dragged to his feet. That man was strong for an old beggar.

Lukin raised his sword, ready, but the battle had moved on. The line of the defenders still held, though fallen scarlet cloaks atop the mound showed places where they’d broken through. The bodies were piled thick around Huell, and he continued to sweep his massive battle-axe in wide arcs before him, driving the last of the redbirds back.

Bodies lay strewn along the line of battle, almost as many without scarlet cloaks as with. Many weren’t dead. Torsos squirmed. Arms and legs flailed. The roars and shouts and groans melded into a keening howl that rose above the clashing metal and the grunting of those still fighting.

“You’re still alive.” Delaron said. “That’s a surprise.”

Lukin supposed it was. “After songs are sung about my exploits throughout Mageles, then I might die. Not before.”

“Life doesn’t work the way you want it to.” Delaron’s jerkin and cloak were splashed with blood, none of it his.

“We beat them,” Lukin said, as if that countered Delaron’s point. The battle was over as the last of the redbirds retreated back up to the rise.

Delaron shook his head. “We held off their first charge. Gives us some breathing room to flee. Unusual battle tactics by you, rolling around by their feet.”

“I had them just where I wanted them.”

“Let me guess, if I hadn’t interfered...”

“They would have all been begging for mercy.”

“At your feet?” Delaron asked.

“Precisely.”

“How can you joke? This is your first battle. Likely the first person you killed.”

It was. Lukin glanced at the bodies but couldn’t see the man he had killed. The man’s death didn’t feel like a momentous event.

Lukin didn’t know whether that was good or bad. “How come you can joke?”

Delaron shrugged. “I’ve learned to live with myself.”

Lukin didn’t like the way Delaron looked at him, as though judging him, so he changed the subject. “What happens now?”

“We get out of here before they regroup.” He nodded to where Simeon held the lead rope on a group of horses. Beside Simeon, Sierre argued with Huell. “Though the giant won’t be coming with us.”

“How do you know?”

“He recruited these soldiers. It was under Krillo’s instructions, but Huell won’t desert them. He’s too much of a soldier for that.”

“Better than protecting a bunch of renka-cursed dumb kids.” Lukin’s attempt at mimicking the giant’s gravelly voice was decent.

“Once you figure out who you are, remain true to that. Huell couldn’t abandon soldiers he recruited, so no point in him feeling bad about it.”

“I’m always true to myself.” Whatever the cost. The last thought wasn’t his, and he took a moment to figure out where it came from. Then he realized it was what Flechir would have said.

Delaron didn’t say what Lukin’s guardian would have. Instead he said, “You don’t know who you are yet. Come.” He led the way to the horses and mounted one. “You are wasting time, Sierre. Let’s go. The giant staying with his men will give us more time to get away.”

Lukin mounted. “What about Mortlebee?”

“He was with Fellanni when this all happened,” Delaron said. “If she didn’t return to the camp, we’ll have to assume she’s already started on the south trail.”

“And if she’s not?” Simeon asked.

“As long as Mortlebee is with the Delcessian, he’s in good hands.”

Chapter 34

[image: image]
The noise of the distant battle was crowded out by the terror in Mortlebee’s mind. Fellanni padded softly forward and crouched down behind a tree. With her bow and arrow in her hand and her quiver at her back, she looked every bit the hunter. The truth was that they had become the hunted.

Mortlebee’s head jerked around. Was that a noise? Every tree was a threat, as the speed-mage clerics could be hiding behind any of them. Mortlebee’s fingers trembled. He held a bow in one hand and a single arrow in the other, though he wasn’t sure why he hadn’t just dropped them. He couldn’t hit a tree, never mind a renka-cursed speed-mage.

Fellanni had killed one of the three. That happened before the clerics had become aware of her presence. The three had paused on the edge of the forest, looking back toward the camp, and a single arrow from Fellanni had arced through the sky and struck one of them in the back. The other two had dashed away at impossible speeds, disappearing into the trees.

Mortlebee had wanted to flee, though he didn’t know in which direction. Fellanni believed the bearers would want to take the south trail out of Wellan’s Hollow to escape and that the speed-mages were there to prevent that. So they moved south through the trees, straight toward where the speed-mages waited for him.

Fellanni nodded to Mortlebee then moved in a crouched jog toward a tree farther away. In a less graceful and noisier fashion, Mortlebee followed.

Twigs snapped somewhere behind him and then again, off to the left. Mortlebee tried to turn his head in all directions at once. They were out there, watching them. Hunting them.

Fellanni swiveled, raised her bow, and fired. The arrow whizzed through the air, thumping into a distant tree. If one of the clerics had been there, he was gone.

“We need to get out of the woods,” Fellanni said.

In response, Mortlebee’s head nodded up and down rapidly. Anywhere but here. Phrases from the scrolls jumped into Mortlebee’s mind, but none held any wisdom for dealing with his present situation. He didn’t think that “In the end, most people prefer peace over violence” was going to help the situation.

Mortlebee’s head jerked around. A shadow blurred—out to the right that time. Fellanni crept forward, her torso rotating back and forth, her bow at the ready. Mortlebee tried to mute the jabbering of fear in his head. His arrow fell to the ground, and his fingers fumbled through the dirt and dead leaves until he retrieved it. The dimness of the forest faded as they approached the tree line. Fellanni picked up her pace, waiting at a tree for Mortlebee to catch up.

A thousand twigs snapped at once as both clerics charged. Mortlebee scrambled backward, his foot hit a root, and he fell into a bole of wood at the base of a tree. Fellanni fired her bow, her arrow piercing the throat of one of the clerics. The second one was instantly upon her, striking down at her with his sword. Mortlebee nocked his arrow to his bowstring, knowing he was too late, far too late.

Fellanni threw herself to the ground. The cleric’s sword made contact, but it was a glancing blow. As he stood over her, Mortlebee recognized him from his long blond hair and youthful face. It was Ull Axilium, the speed- and strength-mage who had confronted Lukin and Mortlebee in Fordhaven.

Fellanni raised her bow and diverted Ull Axilium’s blade from her. Ull Axilium didn’t bother pulling back his sword for another strike, instead driving his elbow straight into Fellanni’s face. Her limbs went limp.

Mortlebee’s arrow was nocked. Ull Axilium was barely ten paces in front of him. Awkwardly, because he was sitting against the base of a tree, he drew back.

His father’s voice was inside his head. “Violence is never the answer,” it said.

Ull Axilium reached down, grabbed Fellanni’s shirt, and threw her against a tree. She hit with a sickening crunch.

“No,” Mortlebee roared, releasing his arrow. Ull Axilium dashed away, and the arrow disappeared into the darkness of the forest.

Mortlebee dropped the bow, pushed himself to his feet, and ran to where Fellanni lay crumpled against the tree. He knew the cleric would be back, but he didn’t care. Fellanni’s head lolled to one side, and he reached down to lift it up. To Mortlebee’s surprise, she was still conscious. However, her face was misshapen, the left side caved in.

Mortlebee leaned closer and cradled her head against himself. He heard Ull Axilium behind him but didn’t turn, just waiting for his death to come.

Green light flashed above him, and Mortlebee looked up in shock to see the branches of the tree above him on fire. Ull Axilium dashed away as galloping horses arrived. Mortlebee released Fellanni and stood. Delaron, Sierre, Lukin, and Simeon rode the horses.

“Bring her here,” Delaron shouted.

Mortlebee bent down and lifted Fellanni up. Her arms fell limply to her sides, but her eyes moved. She was aware. Mortlebee lifted her up, and Delaron took her in his arms. Green fire continued to burn one of the trees—Sierre’s doing, Mortlebee realized.

“Mount quickly,” Delaron said. “We have to get out of here.”

Two horses were tied to the back of Simeon’s horse, and Mortlebee untied the rear one and vaulted up. The horse, skittish, pranced backward. Mortlebee squeezed with his knees to hold his seat and yanked on the reins. By the time he gained control, the rest of the party were nearing the south trail. He dug his heels in and raced after them.

By the time he caught up, however, Delaron had called a stop. Delaron slid off his horse and lowered Fellanni to the ground. Mortlebee didn’t wait for his horse to stop before jumping off. He stumbled, fell, got back to his feet, then raced over to where Delaron was cradling Fellanni’s head in his lap.

“We can continue at a slower pace,” Delaron told her.

Mortlebee fell to his knees by her side and took Fellanni’s hand in his.

“No.” Fellanni’s voice cracked. “No further.” Her face was gray, and a sickly cough spluttered from her lips. “Something’s broken inside me. I’ve seen enough death to know it when it’s this close.”

“It’s my fault.” Mortlebee’s vision blurred, and hot tears streamed down his cheeks. I could have shot Ull Axilium before the cleric threw her against the tree. I had a chance to save her and didn’t.

Fellanni’s head didn’t move, but her eyes did, turning toward Mortlebee. Those dark blue eyes were as beautiful as ever, but her face never would be again, the left side flattened and distorted.

“Find the light inside yourself, bowbearer,” she said. “I can’t say for sure that you are strong as you need to be, but you are stronger than you know. You’ll be a better bowbearer than I ever would.”

That last was such an obvious lie that Mortlebee almost choked out a laugh, but all that came out was a sob. While Fellanni had battled their enemies, Mortlebee had been paralyzed by fear. He had simply watched as Ull Axilium threw Fellanni to her death.

“Lean me against a tree,” Fellanni said. “I’ll defend the south trail for you.”

“You can’t move,” Delaron said.

“They don’t know that. I killed two speed-mages, perhaps enough to make them cautious of a trap. Giving you some extra time to escape.”

Delaron smiled. “I like it.” He stood and dragged Fellanni the few paces to the nearest tree and faced her northward, resting her head in an indentation of the bark so it stayed in one place.

“Defending a breech to the death so my comrades escape. What better way to go?” Fellanni smiled lopsidedly.

A crushing weight of grief and guilt pushed against Mortlebee’s heart, too much to bear.

“I plan for my eighty-year-old self to laugh at death when he comes for me,” Delaron said.

“Then, despite all your fancy moves, you are no true warrior,” Fellanni said.

“Never a truer word.” Delaron put his right fist to his left breast. “Though we be apart...”

Fellanni and Delaron joined their voices. “We march together.”

“There are not many outside the Delcessians who know our words,” Fellanni said.

“You will not be forgotten.” Delaron’s eyes glistened with unshed tears. He turned and made for his horse. “Come, Mortlebee.”

Mortlebee knelt in the dirt of the trail, unable to move. Fellanni’s fingers twitched, beckoning him forward. Mortlebee dragged one knee toward her then the other.

“I ask a last gift,” she said.

“Anything.”

“Don’t let my death be in vain. Now go.”

Chapter 35
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Sheeting drops of rain sparkled in the moonlight before falling to wash the city clean. Little streams of water ran between the cobblestones of the streets.

Suma sheltered in a doorway, crouching behind Carew. The gray-haired old man was watching them both from farther down the street, though she wasn’t supposed to be aware of that.

It was nice having Carew around and not being alone, though Suma hadn’t fallen madly in love with him the way she had expected to—not yet, anyway. Her feelings for him were warm rather than hot. He was good looking and charming and well mannered, but Suma had just realized she wasn’t sure what color his eyes were. They were surely forest green or azure, but she just hadn’t gotten around to checking yet. Something I should have noticed.

“You ready?” Carew whispered to her.

“Yes, of course.” She shook the distracting thoughts from her mind, realizing that love would come in its own time. At the moment, their planned rescue was more important. She wanted to know why the axe had become bonded to her. If a similar thing had happened to the phantom, she might get answers.

“Are you sure you can break it down?” Carew asked.

“Absolutely certain.” She wasn’t.

Carew had discovered the headquarters of the crime boss, Rawls. The front entrance, on Emere Street, was heavily guarded. Across from where they waited, though, two back entrances were boarded up. They’d decided it likely that prisoners would be kept nearer the back than the front. If Suma could break through quickly, and if they didn’t run into too many of Rawls’s men, and if... Too many ifs.

“We don’t have to do this,” Carew said as if he was reading her thoughts.

“I do. You don’t.” Suma remembered the last time she’d come up with a rash plan and decided to fight her brothers in the training paddock. That hadn’t gone as she’d expected. After discovering she had to leave her home, she wanted to leave the axe behind with Lucii. He didn’t let her, and at that moment, she realized she had become tied to the axe. She hadn’t known what that really meant until that moment.

“Why do you have to?” Carew asked.

“I don’t even know the color of your eyes,” she said.

Carew smiled uncertainly. “Brown. What does that have to do with anything?”

“It means my path lies in that building.” She hefted her axe. I’m not the heroine of the story anymore. I’m the hero. “And I’m not going to let any walls stand in my way.”

“I don’t understand.”

She reached up to him and touched his cheek. He froze, uncertain.

She let her thumb trail down the side of her cheek, a small smile playing across her lips. “Let’s do this.”

She splashed through the rivulets of water running down the street. Her hair and shoulders became instantly drenched by the falling rain. She set her feet, swung her axe back, and struck the boards. They exploded inward.

She stepped into the corridor beyond. It was pitch black.

“Lantern,” she called behind her.

Carew uncovered the lantern. His sword was in his other hand. “Mezziall,” he said. “You weren’t kidding about not having any trouble breaking through.”

The power of the axe had surprised Suma, too, though perhaps it shouldn’t have. She had never applied full force when using it before.

“Left or right?” she asked, then chose the left without waiting for an answer.

She picked up one of the broken boards as she ran. She turned the first corner then waited for Carew to catch up with his light.

A man darted out of a room, froze in shock for an instant, then drew his sword. “Intruders!” he roared. “Intruders!”

Suma threw the wooden board at him. It hit him in the chest and sent him flying backward, the sword falling from his hand and clattering on the floor. Suma ran to him. He was still conscious, his eyes darting back and forth in fear. She curled her hand around the front of his tunic, lifted him into the air, and shoved him against the wall, the crown of his head smashing into the ceiling. “The prisoner. The phantom. Where is he?”

His gaze shifted to a point over Suma’s left shoulder. She turned around to see where he’d looked. It was the entrance to another corridor. She threw the man away from her. He crashed against a far wall and crumpled to the ground.

Distant footsteps rumbled farther inside the building. Those who hadn’t heard the noise of the back entrance being destroyed had surely been alerted by the shouts.

In the corridor the man had indicated, several doors had small holes in them at head height.

Suma turned to one side to let Carew past. “Check inside the rooms.”

He lifted the lantern at each door. At the third door, he shouted, “Here!” He wrenched at the handle, but the door was locked.

“Out of the way.” When Carew moved aside, Suma peeked in.

Lanterns lit up the inside, revealing a thin black-haired girl sitting up in a bed. She couldn’t be the phantom, could she? Though Suma was just as unlikely to be the possessor of a magic weapon. She stepped back and took hold of her axe with two hands.

“Wait!” Carew shouted, too late.

Suma’s axe smashed into the door, splitting it into two halves, both of which spun into the room.

A cloud of dust billowed up. Suma raised her arm over her eyes as she stepped inside. The dust fell away to reveal a large section of the door lying on top of the girl’s prone body. Mezziall. She rushed over and threw the door off then gripped the girl’s face, examining her. The girl was unconscious but alive.

She had to be alive—Suma wasn’t going to let her be dead.

“I’ll carry her.” Carew sheathed his sword and lifted the girl onto his shoulder. He started out.

“Wait.”

Suma stared at the far wall, where the corpse of a naked man hung. Congealed blood darkened his skin, and once Suma noticed him, she became aware of the stench of decomposing flesh. The man himself didn’t hold her attention, though. The sword sticking out of his chest did. Exactly the same color, and similarly elegant, it was clearly a sister weapon to her axe.

“We have to bring the sword too,” she told Carew.

He made a face. Then he put the lantern on the floor and carried the girl over to the corpse and yanked the sword free. Only a tiny dribble of extra blood flowed out of the man’s shoulder, though the stench worsened.

Suma picked up a section of door and made her way to the entrance. She raised it to throw then hesitated. Men crowded both sides of the corridor. Half a dozen men were coming down one side, and even more were arriving from the direction she had taken to get in.

“Summer,” Carew said from behind her. “Can your axe break through more than a door?”

He had his ear pressed against the stones beside the corpse.

“An outside wall?” Suma asked.

“I can hear the rain.”

“Stand back.” She threw the section of door toward the closest men but didn’t wait to see the aftermath, rushing over to Carew. Through the wall or through several dozen men—the choice was clear. Suma raised the blade of her axe in front of her face and kissed the blade. “Don’t let me down now.”

She picked out a stone at waist height, a pace left of the corpse’s knee, and rammed the spike of her axe against it. The shock of impact shuddered through her. The wall shook, and crumbling dust fell from the ceiling.

“Your axe is as much danger to us as it is to our enemies,” Carew said. “Do I need to hide under the bed?”

“The bed won’t save you if the roof falls in.”

“Comforting. You’re sure you know what you’re doing?”

Suma rammed the axe against the same stone. That time the wall caved slightly.

“I know exactly what I’m doing. I just have no idea how stupid it is.” The dust that rained down this time had chunks of stone that hurt her head. They were getting out that way or not at all. “Prepare to run when the hole opens.”

She pulled back the axe again and the next time stepped into the blow, putting all her force into it. The stone she hit disappeared into the darkness, and several stones around it fell outward. The wall bulged. She stuck her axe into the hole she’d made and swept it back and forth and up and down, widening the hole. A stone fell from the ceiling and slammed down right beside her. The corpse fell off the wall, collapsing against her. She threw it away and stepped through the hole.

She turned back, and Carew handed the unconscious girl out to her. At the entrance, one man spilled into the room, but several others retreated backward as more stones fell from the ceiling.

Carew stepped out through the wall, bringing the sword with him.

Suma ran into the rain, hearing Carew’s footsteps splash through the puddles just behind her. The axe was cradled under the girl’s body, which felt light in Suma’s arms, barely slowing her. The girl’s head bobbed lifelessly from side to side.

She’s still alive, Suma assured herself. I didn’t kill her.

Chapter 36
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Simeon groaned as Lukin’s practice sword took him in the ribs, and he fell to one knee. He was becoming more black and blue than when his tribemates beat on him every day. Lukin stepped back, having barely worked up a sweat. Delaron chuckled to himself.

“What are you laughing at?” Tightening his fingers around his staff, Simeon pushed himself back to his feet.

“You still haven’t figured it out, have you?” Delaron asked.

“Figured out what?”

“Come on, you are smarter than this.”

The battle at Wellan’s Hollow had concentrated the minds of the bearers, giving them new focus. Lukin and Simeon sparred under Delaron’s tutelage while Mortlebee drove arrow after arrow in the direction of a nearby tree. Simeon used his staff rather than a sword. Even though it no longer really mattered, he still didn’t want to choose a bow, spear, axe, or sword, and Delaron had admitted a staff could be deadly in the right hands. Using it was similar to sparring with a spear, so he wasn’t a total beginner. Also, Lukin wasn’t all that impressive with the practice sword during individual drills or when sparring against Delaron. So how did Lukin beat Simeon so easily?

Simeon thought back to their bouts. The other boy was able to anticipate his moves ahead of time. Am I signaling my intentions with my eyes or a weight shift? No, I couldn’t be—my tribemates would have knocked bad habits out of me long ago. Unless...

Simeon’s eyes narrowed. “It’s the ring.”

“Of course it’s the renka ring,” Delaron said.

“What’s the ring?” Lukin asked.

“You read my thoughts and know where I’m going to strike ahead of time.”

“I don’t,” Lukin said. Then, “Do I?”

“Of course you do,” Delaron said. “When you fell at the feet of the redbirds at Wellan’s Hollow, you rolled one way to avoid one strike then rolled back to dodge another. There was no way you could see them coming.”

Lukin looked at his ring. “Nice!”

The thud of jealousy in Simeon’s gut was worse than the earlier blow in the ribs. Lukin’s weapon was more powerful than he’d realized, yet Simeon’s was just as useless as ever. For the present, Simeon had given up trying to discover magic within himself and learning to use the staff to create a portal. Sierre was convinced it would never happen, and their sessions had become more and more frustrating.

They were camped by a small brook near a village called Crilly. Though less than a day’s journey from Wellan’s Hollow, they had traveled three days on a circuitous route to make tracking them difficult. With no need to move quickly, they had stopped to camp often, which left plenty of time for Lukin to knock the stuffing out of Simeon and for Mortlebee to channel his dark grief into firing arrows.

“Thanks for letting me know earlier,” Simeon said to Delaron.

“It was good for him to practice against someone whose thoughts he could read,” Delaron said.

“You could at least have warned me.”

“Would you have continued to fight him?”

“Hey,” Lukin interrupted, addressing Delaron. “How come I can’t beat you?”

“You’ve figured out you can’t read my thoughts, right?” Delaron asked.

“I don’t know why, though,” Lukin said.

“There’s a mental meditation technique we can learn to protect the mind,” Delaron said. “It can take years to perfect. Those expecting to have contact with thought-mages learn the technique—wizards such as Sierre, some nobles.”

“An occasional beggar,” Lukin suggested.

“Very occasional.”

Simeon decided he could do with learning how to do that. Having his thoughts read was annoying.

“What else can people do to protect themselves from my ability?” Lukin asked. “Can they learn to lie?”

Delaron turned to Simeon. “Could you broadcast a thought that you know to be a lie?”

Lukin beat me fair and square.

Lukin smiled. “I can sense the wrongness in the thought,” he told Delaron, “as if it has a bad smell.”

Delaron nodded. “Many people can block thought-mages, but no one can deceive them.”

They all turned, startled, at a shout. Sierre ran out of the trees. “Quick, pack up. We have to go.”

Delaron immediately kicked out the campfire. “What is it?”

“A troop of redbirds sighted nearby.” She picked up her rolled-up bedroll.

Simeon ran to the horses and untied their lead ropes, rubbing their noses to calm them, while Delaron, Lukin, and Mortlebee helped Sierre pack up camp.

“What about the portal mage?” Simeon asked.

Sierre had been in contact with the Invisible Towers via her comstal. She had been supposed to meet the mage in the village and create a portal to Blackstone.

“He’s in Crilly. We have to move fast.”

Simeon handed the horses’ lead ropes to the others. Mortlebee was last to mount, delaying to collect several arrows.

“Stealth or speed?” Delaron asked.

“Speed!” Simeon shouted as he himself mounted. “Look.” He pointed toward the other side of the brook, where flashes of scarlet had appeared between the trees.

He dug his heels into his horse, and the five of them galloped alongside the brook toward the huddle of houses comprising Crilly.

Simeon glanced over his shoulder. The sixth horse, left behind in the panic, shied back as several dozen redbirds trudged across the brook. The soldiers, though obviously aware of the five of them galloping away, didn’t look particularly interested.

They galloped to the village green and stopped in front of one of the larger buildings. After getting a feel for its layout, Simeon figured it was the kiddie house, where all the young children of the village stayed, though it was surprisingly quiet. He glanced around. The green was surprisingly quiet. If the village was under attack, the men should have been preparing a defense.

The kiddie house always had the most beds in a village so was also used to host strangers, and the man leaning beside the door, sipping from a mug, could only be the wizard Sierre had sent for. He surely was no Pizarrian.

Sierre was first to dismount. “What are you still doing here? I told you we had to hurry.”

The wizard took another sip from his mug, not about to be rushed. “You shouted something at me then ran out. Was it important?” The man was in his sixties with a long, tapered white mustache. A queerly dressed fellow, his black leather boots were turned down at the knees, his breeches were a light shade of purple, and he wore his blue coat buttoned up to the neck with a stiff collar. His hat matched his coat in color and was shaped like an upside-down boat.

“You know exactly what I said, Bylanter,” Sierre said. “We need that portal now.”

Delaron drew his sword and touched its point to Bylanter’s neck. “Now, like she said. There’s a troop of redbirds just outside the village.”

Bylanter ignored Delaron and his sword, turning toward Sierre. “Who are these uncouth companions you have taken up with? I hope they realize that a mage works best with his head attached to the shoulders.”

“Put up your sword, Delaron,” Sierre said. “Bylanter doesn’t want to be captured by the clerics any more than the rest of us.”

“All this running around means that things take twice as long to get done,” Bylanter said. “If Sierre had taken her time to explain the situation the first time, perhaps we’d be in Blackstone by now. Now”—he waved his hand—“get all your swords and threats out of my way.”

Delaron lowered his sword.

Bylanter took another sip then threw the rest of the liquid to the ground. “I swear they brew mud in this part of the world and call it coffee.” He dropped the cup and strode across the green.

“Where’s he going?” Delaron asked.

Sierre pointed beyond the village. “See that old oak on its own, half dead from a lightning strike? That’s the point he arrived and knows best. He’ll create the portal there.”

Delaron looked around. “We can delay the redbirds here to give him time.”

“Where are all the men of the village?” Simeon asked.

“I talked to the women’s councilor about what has happened,” Sierre said. “Those at Wellan’s Hollow weren’t the main attack. Thousands of redbirds portaled behind the defenses at Newbridge and Rocksea and defeated the Pizarrians there.”

“They couldn’t have. Not so fast.” Pizarrians took pride in the fact that Pizarr was the one place the Lord Protector didn’t dare attack.

“I’m sorry, Simeon,” Sierre said. “Pizarr is being overrun, and the clerics are taking the villages one by one, already setting up temples. I don’t think that troop out there is even aware they have stumbled across the weaponbearers. They have just come to take the village.”

Simeon’s stomach plunged. Tarla... my remaining tribemates. “I have to...” He realized he’d left Pizarrian concerns behind, and he couldn’t return.

Delaron gripped Simeon’s shoulder firmly. “I’m sure Pizarr expected an invasion and had a plan for it. If I’m not mistaken, most of the Pizarrian men have regrouped somewhere else. Pizarr has its battle, and you have yours.”

Simeon nodded. That would explain why none of the men of Crilly were defending their homes.

Green light flared as Sierre shot a fireball between two houses, hitting the trees just above a troop of marching redbirds. The soldiers scrambled back into the trees.

“You still have magic left?” Simeon asked. He knew she couldn’t summon enough energy for a fireball without using the magic in her crystals, and they were depleted after Wellan’s Hollow.

“I managed to refill one crystal with a small amount of magic,” she said. “It won’t last long.”

“It might be enough to scare them,” Delaron said. “No sign of any magic users or high-crests among them. Simeon, go to the oak tree and keep an eye on Bylanter. The rest of us will delay the redbirds here and join you when the portal is open.”

Simeon took the reins of his horse, climbed on, and heeled it into a gallop. As he crossed the green, galloping hooves kicked up large clods of dirt. In another life, he would’ve been punished for ruining the common area.

At the top of the rise, Bylanter stared at the distant horizon with one hand on the oak tree, his strangely shaped blue hat somehow not looking ridiculous. Simeon dismounted and cautiously approached, not wanting to disturb the wizard.

Bylanter half turned his head and caught sight of Simeon. “You’re Pizarrian, right?”

“I am.” Is that even true anymore? As I prepare to desert my country while they are being overrun, can I still justly claim the nationality?

“Don’t know how you people live here. Not a single inn in the village. I had to stay in a room with screaming kids all around.”

“Not many foreigners in Pizarr,” Simeon said. “And most Pizarrians would have friends or tribemates to stay with in neighboring villages.” He wasn’t sure if he should be distracting the wizard, but although talking to Simeon, Bylanter was paying him only half his attention.

“Can you explain how you create the portal?” Simeon asked.

“That’s right,” Bylanter said. “You are the staffbearer yet can’t create portals. I knew those idiots at the Invisible Towers wouldn’t succeed.”

“Aren’t you one of those idiots?”

“Mezziall, no. Living permanently at the Towers. Me? Can you imagine? It would be worse than living here. I owe some favors.”

“What’s wrong with the Invisible Towers?” Simeon asked.

“Just about everything. Wait. There it is.” He leaned forward.

“There what is?”

“The location in Blackstone I am searching for,” Bylanter said. “When creating a portal, you must first get a firm grasp of the location you are in, fully understand its energies and its place in the world. Then your let you spirit soar high above Mageles. You see everything at once, and at the same time you see nothing because you are too distant. You imagine your spirit getting closer to the ground, so you can see less of the land but more clearly. In the shadowy landscape through which you soar, places that are well known to you are beacons. Once you locate a beacon, you draw from your magic to join the energies of that location to the energies of the one where you are standing.” Bylanter opened his left hand to reveal a blue crystal. He then reached out in front of him with his right, palm facing away from him. Gray light swirled around his right palm, solidifying into a circle. He stepped back and inclined his head in a bow. “And there you have it.”

Simeon walked around it. Both faces appeared the same, and from the side, the edges were impossibly thin. It was a strange experience, having seen nothing behind the portal yet peering into it and seeing no end, an infinite sky of roiling gray storm clouds.

It was oval shaped, flattened on the top and bottom, only slightly taller than Simeon and not much wider. “The horses won’t fit,” he said.

“I’m not the renka Lord Protector,” Bylanter said. “Do you know how much magic it took to open a portal of that size all the way to Blackstone? What do you need horses for in the city?”

“I meant no insult,” Simeon said. “I just want to understand the process.”

At the sound of fast-approaching horses, they both swiveled. Simeon was glad of the interruption, worried Bylanter might dismiss the portal in a fit of pique.

Lukin, closely followed by Mortlebee, galloped toward them with his cloak streaming out behind. Lukin shouted something, but the wind whipped his words away.

“I didn’t get that,” Simeon shouted as soon as he reined his horse to a stop.

Lukin vaulted off his horse. “Some of the redbirds are coming up from the south.”

Mortlebee came up behind Lukin and pointed down the slope to where a troop of redbirds had circled around the village and was marching in their direction.

“Where are Delaron and Sierre?” Simeon asked.

“Still down in the village. They sent us on ahead,” Lukin said.

“Quick. Start through the portal,” Bylanter shouted.

“Shouldn’t we wait for the others?” Mortlebee asked. He nocked an arrow to his bow and aimed it down the slope at the approaching enemy.

“That’ll only delay us further when they arrive. Step through.”

Mortlebee released the tension in his bowstring and stuffed his arrow back into his belt. He stepped toward the portal then paused. “In here?”

Simeon understood Mortlebee’s hesitation. The swirling darkness wasn’t exactly inviting—making it truly a step into the unknown.

“No, the other renka portal,” Bylanter said. “Of course, in there.”

Mortlebee took a sharp breath, stared into the depths of the portal, then stepped inside. The surface rippled, and he disappeared.

“Here goes nothing.” Lukin held his nose as though about to jump into a lake and hopped into the portal. With another ripple, he was gone.

“Now you,” Bylanter told Simeon.

“We should hold on in case Sierre or Delaron need help. Look.” Both of them dashed across the village green as redbirds swarmed around the kiddie building. Simeon glanced down at the redbirds coming from the south, trying to figure out whether Delaron and Sierre could reach the portal in time.

“What are you going to do?” Bylanter asked. “Throw your staff at the soldiers? They can take care of themselves.”

Simeon nodded. If he waited around, Delaron and Sierre would more likely end up helping Simeon rather than the other way round. It was an ugly truth but one he had to accept.

Bylanter gave Simeon a shove. “Go. I’ll hold the portal open.”

Already stumbling toward it from the wizard’s shove, Simeon stepped into the grayness in front of him. A thin bubble of freezing air moved through him.

Chapter 37
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Something was terribly wrong. The pain that blasted through Twig’s head wasn’t pleasant, but she could deal with that. Something else was the real problem. Even though thoughts formed slowly in the fog of her mind, the deep feeling of unease pulsed strongly.

She opened her eyes. Her bed was too soft, and the light was too bright. Everything was wrong. She turned her head to the side and saw the girl, the one whom she’d seen out the door of the cell.

Twig remembered and sat bolt upright. “How long?” At the sudden movement, the pain exploded. Whiteness flashed in front of her eyes.

“How long what?” the girl asked.

Twig massaged a bruise on her left temple until the pain eased slightly. “How long, how long, how long?”

The girl sat on a chair, an axe leaning against it. A youth stood by the wall behind her.

“How long since we rescued you?” the girl asked. “It happened the middle of last night. It’s now the afternoon.”

Too much time. Twig stood. She swayed and put her hand to her head as the pain flashed white again. “Where’s my...?” She saw the sword, leaning against the foot of her bed.

“You’re not well,” the youth said. “You can’t go anywhere yet.”

She picked it up her sword and reached for the door handle.

“Wait,” the girl said. “Where are you going? We have to talk. My axe and your sword, they are the same.”

Twig opened the door and walked out. She had to get to Bareth before Rawls did. The youth ran after her and grabbed her shoulder. Twig swiveled, raising her sword, and the youth backed away, raising his arms. “We just want to talk. Summer went to incredible lengths to rescue you.”

“Who asked you to?” Twig gripped the sword more tightly and used the speed to separate herself from them, dashing along the corridor and downstairs. She slowed to normal speed to navigate a large, spacious room with tables.

At the exit, her knees buckled at a new explosion of pain in her head, and she leaned against the side of the door to stop herself falling. Once the spike of pain reduced to a tolerable level again, she used the sword to dash down the street.

Every few corners, she would pause to let the pain in her head ease again. People were staring openly. Before, she had only used the power of her sword in darkness, but she didn’t care about the attention. The chance Rawls hadn’t gotten to Bareth yet was all that mattered. She sped up again.

Twig slowed as she reached the market street with the spice shop on it. The crowds were too thick to use the power of the sword effectively. The closer she got, the more her feet dragged. She feared what she would find.

The door resisted her initial push. She increased the pressure, and the door slid open. The smell of spices rushed over her, though that time, the smell was different—unpleasant and cloying. Dark blood flowed around her bare feet. She shuddered and moved farther into the room. The awful sensation of blood sliding against her bare feet slithered through her with each step. She didn’t allow her eyes to focus on the shape hanging from the center of the room, trying to delay the absolute certainty of what had happened.

A chill, beginning at the emptiness in her core, spread outward, colder by far than the worst winter rain. She had allowed herself to grow soft, not with comfy beds and dry rooms but soft with hope and warm feelings. Bareth had been her lifeline, her only friend. And now...

She allowed her eyes to focus. He hung upside down, blood dripping from his hair. His tongue drooped from his mouth, his eyes staring lifelessly at the horror before him, the horror that was Twig. The sword fell from her lifeless fingers. She fell against him, wrapped her arms around his chest, then slid to her knees.

His body was cold to the touch, but it was nothing compared to the chill within Twig. Bareth had only wanted to help others.

He had made a mistake in choosing to help Twig and had died for it.

I should have stayed a mouse.

Chapter 38
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“Open your eyes, idiot,” Lukin said.

“Good tip.” For a brief instant, Simeon had been wondering why everything was so dark on the other side of the portal. He opened his eyes and looked around. Giant shadowy men surrounded him. He raised his staff and whirled around. Where did Bylanter take us?

“Don’t freak out. They’re only statues,” Lukin said.

So they were. The walls held no windows—small skylights high in the roof provided the only light. They were inside a giant barnlike structure containing nothing except statues.

“What is this place?” Simeon asked.

“A place to store old statues of Mezziall, I presume,” Lukin said. “Zubrios sometimes takes over old churches and turns them into temples. Perhaps he intends to reshape the faces on these statues and put them back into use at a later time.”

Bylanter stepped through the portal, and it disappeared behind him.

“Where are Delaron and Sierre?” Simeon asked. “You said you’d wait.”

Bylanter shrugged. “I say a lot of things.”

“Open a portal back again right now,” Simeon said. “We aren’t leaving them behind.”

“No magic left,” Bylanter said. “Plus, it’s too dangerous to go back. Sierre never mentioned an invading army when she got me to agree to help. I got the bearers here, at least. If Sierre isn’t happy, she can have her topaz back. Oh, that’s right, she didn’t even pay me.”

“We can’t just leave them in Pizarr,” Mortlebee said.

Bylanter stepped between two statues and pushed open a small door. “By all means, go back. Pizarr is a few hundred leagues east of here. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to get the stench of the countryside off me. After that, I’ve places to meet, things to be, people to do.” The door swung closed behind him.

Simeon frowned. Bylanter had just left Sierre and Delaron for Zubrios’s soldiers then deserted the weaponbearers. The wizards had created the weapons in the first place. Simeon couldn’t fathom Bylanter caring so little.

“Something’s happening,” Lukin said. “Two weapons are in Blackstone, as we suspected. But one is moving fast. Really fast. He must be in trouble.”

“Let’s go.” Simeon shoved open the door Bylanter had taken. If one tribemate was in trouble, the tribe was in trouble. Outside, a narrow alleyway joined two busy streets. The wizard was already out of sight.

Lukin and Mortlebee spilled out behind Simeon, and Lukin immediately turned left down the alley. “This way,” he said.

The three of them burst into a busy street. Lukin didn’t hesitate, turning right. People scattered before them.

Even while running at close to top speed, Simeon couldn’t help looking around, trying to soak everything in. He’d never been in a big city before. He’d been sure the first street had to be the main street, from the amount of people on it, only to come to a street twice that size a short while later. Buildings towered upward on either side, giant cliffs of black rock. In contrast to the lack of color in the buildings, the people wore all kinds of colorful and strange clothes—perhaps Bylanter hadn’t been queerly dressed at all, and that was just what city folk wore.

Lukin yelled warnings as he charged forward. Most people managed to get out of the way, and Lukin bumped around or twisted past those who weren’t quick enough. Mortlebee and Simeon followed in the channel he created. Simeon, last, received the brunt of the curses hurled after them.

On a narrow though still busy street, Lukin slowed. Mortlebee pulled an arrow from his belt and nocked it to the string but kept it pointed at the ground. Simeon took his staff in both hands.

People bumped against Lukin, coming the other way as they streamed past, escaping a disturbance farther up the street. Something was happening not far ahead. Simeon had no idea what to expect. Then they reached the empty part of the street and could see what caused the exodus.

Blood flowed out of an open shop door and dripped down the steps. Four men stood outside the shop, two swordsmen on one side of the door with their swords in their hands and two men with nets on the other side.

Lukin nodded toward the shop with blood leaking out the door, though Simeon and Mortlebee didn’t need to be told that the bearer was inside. Blood everywhere, armed men—of course that was where they had to go. Simeon was unsure how to proceed. With no idea of who the armed men were or why they were there, it was impossible to tell if they could be reasoned with.

Before Simeon had a chance to make any decisions, Mortlebee raised his bow and fired an arrow into the back of a swordsman. The man let out a roar and fell against the wall in front of him. The other three turned, startled.

Mortlebee had taken the choice of action from their hands. Lukin drew his sword, and both he and Simeon charged the three remaining men.

Before the men had a chance to react, the tip of Simeon’s staff struck the other swordsman in the temple, and Lukin stabbed one of the net wielders in the side. Too close for their nets to be any use, both wielders backed away, the injured one holding his side.

One of the nets became tangled under Lukin’s feet, and he fell backward. The net was wrenched from its wielder’s hand as both continued to back away. Mortlebee, his bow held over his shoulder like a sword, charged screaming at them, and the two turned and ran.

Lukin, on his backside, laughed. “Look at the Tockian warrior turning berserker.”

Mortlebee ignored Lukin and headed for the door. Lukin’s laugh cut off as he realized the blood was flowing under him. He jumped to his feet and followed Mortlebee inside the shop.

Simeon leaned down to check the fallen swordsmen. Both still breathed, though blood bubbled at the lips of the one with an arrow in his back. He wouldn’t last long. Simeon had met Mortlebee only a short time ago, yet already he had gone from someone who found violence abhorrent to someone who could shoot another in the back and not spare a second look at the body. It was sad, but Simeon found he couldn’t regret it—Mortlebee being a warrior was better for their small tribe.

Around Simeon, a bubble of space and silence had opened up. The people who hadn’t completely fled turned to watch from a distance. Simeon followed Mortlebee and Lukin into the shop. They needed to get the bearer and get away before the authorities came or those net wielders summoned help. Blood splashed beneath his feet. He coughed, the air heavy with dust and pungent with fragrance.

His eyes became accustomed to the darkness, though he wished they hadn’t. A naked man hung from the ceiling. Blood dripped from his open throat, dribbled down one half of his face, and spread across entire floor. The quantity of blood in the room seemed to be too much for one person.

On her knees in front of the body, the weaponbearer had dropped her sword to one side. Her black hair was tangled with blood, and the soles of her feet were red and dripping.

Lukin reached for the girl’s shoulder. “We’re here to save you. We have to go now.”

“Wait.” Simeon grabbed Lukin and pulled him back.

The girl twisted around, her hand clawing into the blood for her sword. Her eyes were black, her expression feral.

“It’s okay.” Simeon took two steps back to give her space, pulling Lukin with him. “We’re your family.”

She paused, absolutely still, watching Simeon with those black eyes, her fingers just short of the hilt of her sword.

“I know you haven’t met us before.” Although Simeon tried to keep his voice soft and calm, a tremble ran through it. “But see this staff?” He held it up. “I found this one night. It glowed when I first touched it. The same thing for the ring of my friend beside me. And for the bow of the boy outside. Same for your sword, right?”

For a long moment, Simeon thought she wasn’t going to respond and that they’d all just wait in stillness and blood until the authorities came for them.

Then she nodded. “It did glow. The night in the alley.”

“We are the weaponbearers. When the weapons chose us, we had to leave our old lives behind. We will form a new family. Us four and one other.”

“The girl with the axe. This is all her fault.”

Simeon wasn’t going to believe that the last weaponbearer had caused this nightmare. “No. There were men outside waiting to capture you. We chased them off.”

“Rawls’s men,” she said.

Simeon nodded. “We have to protect each other. Will you come with us?”

The girl looked up at the man hanging from the ceiling. “You’ll help me?”

Help her with her vengeance against her friend’s killer, Simeon assumed she meant. They had enough problem without adding this Rawls, whoever he was, to the list. He nodded, though. “Yes. We are family now. We help each other.”

He took a step forward and held out his hand. The girl reached up and took it. Though the grip was slick with blood, he pulled her to her feet. “Now, we have to go. Lukin, grab the sword. Mortlebee, rip a cloak off one of those men to wrap around her.”

“It’s mine.” The girl picked up the sword before Lukin could grab it, though she did allow it to be wrapped into a fold of cloak and allow the cloak to be wrapped around her shoulders.

Chapter 39
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A heaviness sank deep into Mortlebee’s chest as he followed Simeon, Lukin, and the girl through the streets of Blackstone. As they moved through the crowded streets, the four of them were given a wide berth. The cloak wrapped around the girl’s shoulders didn’t hide the blood on her trousers or bare feet.

Not long before, Mortlebee had thought he was a good person at heart. A younger, more innocent version of himself had sat naked in the cold mountains and obsessed about simple thoughts of violence. The new Mortlebee had just deliberately put an arrow through a man’s back and left him to die.

After his hesitation had resulted in Fellanni’s death, Mortlebee swore to himself that he’d never let that happen again. At the spice shop, he’d done the complete opposite, shooting without warning at the first opportunity. Seeing what the man he’d killed—or that man’s companions—had done to the girl’s friend eased Mortlebee’s guilt a little, though he hadn’t known about it at the time.

Mortlebee had intended to follow the path of the penitent man and return to his family and to the ways of goodness. After what he had just done, he was beginning to accept that his heart was black, and it was never going to be cleansed. It wasn’t just the murder, it was that he regretted his hesitation to save Fellanni more than he regretted deliberately killing another man. That was opposite to all the teachings of Kale and something he could never explain to Father.

Fellanni’s death still clouded Mortlebee’s mind with dark tendrils. He felt embarrassed about how he had acted around her. She had only cared about protecting and training him, trying to imbue him with as much of her wisdom and strength as she could. And he had stuttered like a fool and gawked at her breasts. At the end, he’d never even thought to thank her.

“A tavern. Nice,” Lukin said.

Mortlebee glanced up at the sign above the door they were entering—Ma’s Kitchen. The girl pushed open the door, leading the way. Lukin hadn’t objected, so Mortlebee assumed she was leading them to the final bearer.

Simeon followed the girl inside while Lukin paused for Mortlebee to catch up. “I’d wonder what the scrolls of whoever would say about what you did back there,” Lukin said.

“Could you find me a copy of the scrolls?”

The tavern was much more welcoming than the one in Pizarr had been. The richness of the smell reminded Mortlebee of his home while Mother was cooking bread, though the fragrance wasn’t as pleasant.

“Why? You have forgotten them already?” Lukin asked.

“No. I’d like to pile them up, set a match to them, and watch them burn.” The scrolls hadn’t killed Fellanni, but they had stopped Mortlebee from saving her.

Inside, Lukin didn’t follow Simeon and the girl, instead heading straight for the bar. “Barkeep, who does one have to do to get a drink around here? Barkeep?”

“Come,” Mortlebee said, noting that the tavern was empty, with no customers and no one serving. “This is no time for joking around.”

“Who’s joking? Can’t you smell it calling out to you? If I don’t get a beer right now, I’ll faint.”

Near the back of the common room, the swordbearer fell to one knee and raised her hand to her head. Simeon reached to help her. The girl swatted his hand away, got back to her feet, and disappeared through a back door. Simeon followed. “We have to find the final bearer and come up with a plan,” Mortlebee said.

“Barkeep,” Lukin leaned his head over the bar to shout. “Forget about the drinks. I’d like to order a new band of adventurers. A proper one this time.” He looked across at Mortlebee. “What did I do to deserve you guys? I accepted with good grace the religious crazy—no offense—who threw away his awesome energy weapon. Then we got the only Pizarrian never to be raised to a man, and he can’t use the magic in his staff at all. And now that girl—I think Delaron must be right about life being a cosmic joke. She looks about five years old.”

“She’s just thin,” Mortlebee said. “She’s maybe a few years younger than us.”

She reminded Mortlebee of his sister, Kataya. Who I’ll never see again.

“Is she the slightest bit sane? You saw her.”

“Her friend was killed and hung up like a piece of meat. Not everyone can brush off death like you can.”

“I choose to live in a world of laughter and adventure, and I have no idea why everyone else doesn’t join me.”

“Come,” Mortlebee said.

“Are we going to save the world, win the girls, then drink the night away in celebration? And by girls, I don’t mean insane, blood-splattered five-year-olds.”

“If we are lucky, we’ll get to die valiantly while trying to save the world.”

“Mighty cheerful today.” Lukin stuck his head behind the bar again. “Barkeep. How are those new companions coming along?”

“You aren’t exactly a bundle of kittens yourself.”

“Me? No one could hope for a better.”

“Yeah, right.” Mortlebee grabbed Lukin’s jerkin and dragged him off the stool. “Come on.”

Mortlebee headed for the door Simeon had taken, and Lukin allowed himself to be dragged behind. A dark bloodstain on the floor marked where the girl had fallen. The two of them exited through the back door and started up a flight of stairs.

“Come, quickly.” Simeon, standing at an open doorway, gestured them forward.

“What is it?” Mortlebee asked when he reached the Pizarrian.

“The axe bearer has stayed in this room for several days. The clerics may have used the crystal to find her. We should move somewhere else as fast as possible.”

“Things are looking up,” Lukin said, moving past Simeon and into the room. He addressed a short blonde girl. “How did a pretty girl get mixed up with ruffians like us?”

Mortlebee blinked, seeing the girl in the room for the first time. More than pretty, she seemed to draw the light of the room toward her.

“My name is Suma,” the girl said. “I found an axe one night, and it led me on a path to here.”

“We all have weapons of power,” Lukin told her. “I’d prefer to talk about things which are more fun. Why don’t you come downstairs and join me for a drink?”

“Seriously, Lukin,” Mortlebee said. He knew he was staring at Suma as much as Lukin was, and he hated himself for it. That was how he had been with Fellanni.

“Your name is Suma,” said a black-haired youth standing behind her. “Not Summer?”

She turned and gripped the young man’s arm. “I’m sorry. I never got around to telling you. I’ve used the name Summer since I left Xercia.”

The bloodied swordbearer, who had been standing in the corner, paced from one wall to the other and back. The room was small, so she only needed four paces. Her head was held low, like a caged animal’s, and she shot intermittent glances at the others in the room.

Simeon stepped into the center of the room. “Five of us are weaponbearers. I’m Simeon.” He gestured to himself. “We have Lukin, Mortlebee, and Suma.” He indicated each of them in turn. “And Twig.” He pointed at the pacing girl, who must have told him her name on the journey from the spice shop. Simeon looked at the black-haired youth. “You are the odd one out. How did you end up here?”

Suma reached behind her and took the youth’s hand. “Carew is my friend and my prince. You can trust him. I wouldn’t have been able to rescue the girl—Twig—without him.”

Twig stopped pacing, swiveled, and snarled at Suma. “He’s dead because of you. You should have let me be.” A slash of blood low on the white wall behind her marked where her trousers had brushed against it.

“I don’t know who you are talking about,” Suma said. “I do know that whoever captured you had a body strung up on your cell wall. Not a place that a normal person would choose to stay. I didn’t ask for thanks, but I don’t appreciate being shouted at.”

Twig unfolded the corner of her cloak and pulled out her sword. At the same time, Suma reached down and grabbed her axe.

“Stop,” Simeon roared, stamping his staff against the floorboards.

Both Suma and Twig stopped midaction.

“Whatever way it happened, we five are now the weaponbearers,” Simeon continued. “Whether mistakes have been made or not, we have to move forward. Together. Many throughout Mageles will want to use us or imprison us or kill us. Only together will we have any chance of preventing that. Our old lives are behind us. We are each other’s new family.”

Suma put her axe back down. Twig held onto her sword but didn’t make any further moves to flee or resume pacing.

Lukin looked at the dark-haired youth. “That speech was directed at the rest of us, not you.”

The youth smiled thinly. “I’m Carew. From Hokeland.”

Lukin studied Carew for a moment before nodding. “So you are.” Lukin addressed Simeon. “He’s not lying. He’s the fourth son of the Baron of Hokeland and came to Blackstone looking for excitement and found the axebearer.”

“He’s not lying?” Suma seemed surprised, which didn’t make sense since she had already assured them that he could be trusted. She had light-green eyes, and several strands of blond hair, curling at the bottom, fell over her face. Mortlebee realized he was staring again, and he flushed and looked away. He was a pig, leering at every pretty woman.

“Okay. The six of us.” Simeon said. “We should get out of here, then, and discuss future plans elsewhere.”

“We need to decide where to go,” Lukin said. “I have a plan.”

“Does the plan involve copious amounts of danger and little chance of success?” Mortlebee asked.

Lukin grinned. “I wouldn’t put my name to any other type of plan. The fifth weapon, the bow, has been moved to—”

“My bow! Why didn’t you tell me before?” Mortlebee interrupted.

“It wasn’t long ago, and we’ve been running about a lot lately,” Lukin said. “The bow is now close to Blackstone. I think we should try to retrieve it. If we are lucky, perhaps we’ll be able to do something about the silver portal. More importantly, there’s a decent chance we’ll find the tracking crystal there, since it had to be used to find the bow.”

“I don’t understand any of this,” Suma said. “What’s a silver portal and a tracking crystal?”

“This is the tracking crystal.”

Everyone turned toward the open door to see a scarlet-cloaked figure standing there with his palm outstretched, holding a blue crystal.

“Ull Rohaim,” Lukin said.

“The one and only.” Ull Rohaim bowed his head. “This tavern is surrounded. I tell you this not to threaten, just so we can all sit down and have a sensible conversation.” He pocketed the crystal.

At Ull Rohaim’s shoulder, another eagle-crest appeared. That one had long blond hair and a sneer of disdain on his face. It was a face seared in Mortlebee’s mind—the one who’d killed Fellanni.

“You!” Mortlebee shouted. He lifted his bow and drew an arrow from his belt.
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The pain from finding Bareth dead roared within Twig as she paced. She knew she shouldn’t have let herself get too attached. She had thought she was a sheltered person with family and friends. That had been her weakness, and both she and Bareth had suffered. She should have remembered who she was. Rain people stood alone.

Coming with Simeon had been a mistake. What do silver portals or crystals matter to me? When the door was pushed open, she stopped pacing. Two eagle-crest clerics stood outside. The first cleric—Ull Rohaim, Lukin called him—said he only wanted to talk, but Twig knew that for a lie. She tightened the grip on the sword, ready to flee. The bowbearer moved first, though, followed immediately by the second cleric.

As the blond cleric charged into the room, Twig, for the first time ever, saw someone move as fast as she could. He smashed Mortlebee against a wall before he could touch his arrow to his bow. Suma took up her axe and grabbed Ull Axilium and wrenched at the cleric, but he grabbed her before she could throw him. The two of them, arm in arm, flew across the room and smashed into an adjoining room.

That was the chance Twig had been waiting for, to get away. The other cleric disappeared from the doorway, and she moved after him. The stairway was clogged with clerics rushing out. Even with her speed, that way offered no escape. Instead of fleeing, she returned to the room and slammed the door shut, lowering the bar to lock it.

Suma still grappled with the cleric. They slammed back through the wall, making a second hole in it. Their strength allowed them to move through the wall as if it were paper, but it didn’t protect them from the effects. They were both stunned by the impact but refused to let go of each other. Carew tried to pull Ull Axilium off Suma. The cleric shrugged him off, and he went flying backward.

Suma shouted and charged the cleric, and the two of them flew at the window. Timber and bricks exploded outward, and the two of them fell. Twig rushed to the hole they had made.

The street was emptying quickly of pedestrians. Both Suma and the cleric lay on their backs on the black cobblestones, moving feebly. They were alive but injured. Several clerics rushed from the entrance of the tavern toward them. Twig put her hand on a piece of damaged wall and vaulted down. Her knees bent as she landed, her bare feet hitting the ground with a slap. The axe had fallen from Suma’s hand, and one of the clerics was picking it up. Serves her right. She was at least partly to blame for Bareth’s death. Even if she didn’t mean it. Even if she thought she was helping Twig.

Twig used her speed to dash away. Simeon and the others had talked about them being her family. That was a lie. Rain people didn’t have family. Rain people knew they were alone in the world. Twig could trust herself and herself alone to make sure she remained alive.

Bareth had helped Twig, and she thought she had to repay that. She had tried the friendship of which he spoke, and it had made her weak and gotten him killed. Because of Bareth, Rawls had been able to control her. Because of their friendship. A dark vortex of rage and grief whirled within Twig. She would make Rawls pay for what he had done. After that, she didn’t care what else happened.

She came to a corner of a building and halted behind it, looking back. The sheltered people continued to flee in all directions, though some had stopped at a distance to watch. Lukin and Simeon had jumped out through the gap in the second-floor bedroom. Simeon fought off two clerics with his staff. Lukin had fallen, and a cleric stood over him, his sword raised.

Carew jumped down onto that cleric’s back, and the two of them went down in a swirl of scarlet. That gave Lukin a chance to stand, but as soon as he did, three more clerics surrounded him. Suma was held by two other clerics with no way to get free.

It was over—the bearers had been captured. It was time for Twig to retreat to the rooftops to stay safe. Instead of running, however, her bare feet gripped the cobblestones harder. The fingers of her free hand flexed open then closed. She couldn’t just leave.

Take from the Takers—that was what she had decided to be her mission. The Lord Protector and his clerics took more than anyone else. He took whole countries. The latest reports had him invading Pizarr. And Twig knew that Bareth would have wanted her to help those youths claiming to be her friends and family.

She dashed back, heading straight for where Lukin was surrounded by four clerics. He was dodging back and forth, slipping to the side to avoid one sword, then ducking to avoid another while blocking a third strike aimed low at his legs. Twig came up behind one and drove her sword up through his back. As he fell, his body twisted, and her sword was wrenched out of her hand. Her power fell away from her in an instant, and she stumbled back.

Without her sword, she felt lost. Around her, the battle swirled, everyone moving faster than she. She couldn’t even flee, certain she would be instantly run down. She backed away as a cleric approached.

Lukin swept between her and the cleric and drove him back. “Your sword,” he shouted to her. He kicked at the cloak of the fallen cleric to reveal the gleaming silver handle of her weapon.

Lukin created the space that allowed Twig the chance to get to her sword. She dived to the ground and scrambled on all fours toward it. Her fingers curled around the blade, and her power returned. The sword came free of the body quickly and smoothly, and she rose to her feet in time to help Lukin fight off his opponents. They rapidly retreated.

“Help Suma,” Lukin told her.

Twig glanced across to where the girl was still being held. The strength- and speed-mage was rising to his feet, but he was still unsteady and disoriented. Twenty paces and around a dozen clerics separated Suma from the rest of the bearers, meaning that Twig was the only one who could help her.

She pressed forward against her nearest opponent, driving the cleric back with swift strikes to either side of his torso, most of them glancing off his armor. His retreat gave Twig the chance to back away, and she used her speed to circle around at a distance. The two clerics holding Suma were aware of her, and one of them held the point of his sword to the girl’s throat. “Stay back,” he ordered, and Twig slowed, uncertain.

An arrow sprouted in the side of the cleric’s throat. The man’s mouth hinged open in shock, and the sword fell from his hand. Twig glanced back up to the tavern to where Mortlebee stood with a bow in his hand. The shot had been impressive, and Mortlebee looked as shocked as the cleric.

Twig charged the cleric who still held Suma by the other side, and he retreated rapidly, releasing the girl. Twig changed direction, attacking the cleric who held Suma’s axe. The cleric raised his axe to block, and Twig dashed to one side to get around his guard, aiming diagonally upward. Her sword entered through his armpit, and he screamed, releasing the axe and falling backward. Twig yanked back quickly on her sword, making sure it didn’t get entangled in her opponent’s body that time.

Suma picked up the axe in one hand then immediately picked up the body of the cleric who had held her. She spun him around and threw him at the mass of clerics between the two girls and the other bearers. The body knocked down two clerics, and two others backed away. Suma picked up another body and swung him back and forth in front of her like a giant club as she walked forward. Spouts of blood sprayed from the body in a wide arc.

The gap Suma created allowed Twig and Suma to rejoin the other three, and Mortlebee jumped down from the second floor. The remaining clerics joined ranks to face them though they were wary of attacking. The blond mage, still unsteady on his feet, didn’t make any move to join the fight. The fall must have injured him enough that he wasn’t ready to use his magic.

The pause in fighting gave everyone a moment to catch their breath. A distant clatter of boots on cobblestones told of the approach of more clerics. If the odds had suddenly shifted in their favor, that wouldn’t last long—the mage would recover, and reinforcements would arrive.

Twig turned to the others. “Go. I’ll hold the rear.”

Simeon shook his head. “We aren’t leaving you.”

She raised her sword. “I can catch up.” Twig still wasn’t sure about them. They had fought well together, though, feeding off each other’s strengths, and they needed her speed to escape. It was what Bareth would have wanted her to do.

For an instant, Simeon seemed about to argue, then he changed his mind. “She’s right. We have to get out of here.” He touched Twig’s arm. “Thank you.”

He backed down the street, holding his staff in front of him. The others joined him in the retreat. Twig gripped her sword and dashed in front of any group of clerics that tried to follow, her fast strikes designed to force them back rather than injure them.

She stepped back to give herself a bit of time and space and glanced behind. Four of her new companions had already turned to sprint away. Simeon was retreating rapidly but continued to face her.

Twig started another dash forward, then a blinding pain stabbed up through her left temple. She fell to one knee, touching a hand to the side of her head.

“Keep going,” someone shouted behind her.

She heard the clerics approach, and she stumbled to her feet, but she wasn’t able to remain upright, falling to the side. Her shoulder crashed against a cobblestone, and the sword fell from her grasp.

The pain in her head was too great to bear, as if her head had shattered into a thousand pieces. She saw the clerics coming in still frames. One moment they were far away, the next they were close. In the next, a sword was held over her, about to be plunged into her back.

I should have gone when I had the chance, she thought at the last. Coming back had been a mistake. Rain people stood alone. She was paying for that mistake with her life.

Cold metal scoured across her back—across but not in. A staff whirled in front of her, flicking the sword away from her. The staff crashed down on the hand of another swordsman.

“Stop,” Simeon said. “We surrender.”

The pain in Twig’s head faded. She looked around. She and Simeon were surrounded by clerics. Her sword was at her feet. She remembered the last time she’d been captured, and she dived down at her sword. With that, she still had a chance.

“No.” Simeon grabbed her around her shoulders, holding her firmly.

Twig struggled to free herself, but he wouldn’t let go.

“It’ll be okay. We’re in this together,” he said. “It’ll be okay.”

Twig stopped fighting. Tears fell from her eyes, though she didn’t know why.
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I am Carew Hokeland. I am Carew, third son of the baron of Hokeland, having traveled to Blackstone seeking purpose because a third son was just underfoot at Hokeland.

Carew repeated the mantra in his head, ignoring the strange look from Lukin. It was important to remember who he was.

“You really don’t have to come,” Lukin told him.

“It’s true.” Suma touched his arm. “You’ve already gone beyond what anyone would expect in helping me.”

“This is why I am here,” Carew said. “I didn’t know what I was searching for when I left Hokeland, but I knew when I found it. What would be the point in coming all this way to leave now?”

They were all sheltered in the shadow of a building within a stone’s throw of the city walls. The sun had just set, and a chill had settled on their small company of four: the bowbearer, the axebearer, the ringbearer, and Carew.

“I know I wouldn’t walk into a trap if I didn’t have to,” Mortlebee said. “We are forced into it because of the tracking crystal. If we run or hide, the clerics will find us.”

“Not you,” Carew said. “You don’t have your weapon. You go to rescue your friends.”

Mortlebee shrugged. “And recover my bow if I can.”

“The silver portal must be stopped. That affects all of Mageles,” Carew said. “The Grell Barrier was created so that non–magic users such as myself would no longer be seen as useless.”

They had already talked through their plan, but that was the last chance for one of them to change their mind and back out.

“In that case, let’s do this thing.” Lukin stretched out his hand. Mortlebee gripped it, then Suma wrapped her hand around both of theirs, and Carew added his hand to the bunch. They all smiled at each other, seeing a frisson of excitement reflected in the others’ faces.

The surge of camaraderie kept the smile on Carew’s face as Lukin walked the fifty paces to the door of the temple.

When the ringbearer was fifty paces away, Carew’s smile faded. He no longer needed to keep an iron rein on his thoughts, and he no longer had to be Carew of Hokeland.

Werac allowed himself to relax.

Lukin knocked on the front door. A cleric came to the door, a frown on his face. Werac was sure he was going to be refused entry, but a few moments later, Lukin had the other man laughing, and they went inside arm in arm.

“We wait a count of fifty,” Mortlebee said.

Suma and Werac nodded.

Lukin already knew the location of all three missing weapons—and presumably the two captured bearers were with the weapons. They were being kept in the tombs of ancient kings, dug into a hillock just outside Blackstone. Werac knew Zubrios had ordered the excavation of that hillock, intending to search for color-changing crystals in the tombs of the kings. He hadn’t known that Zubrios was using the tomb to create his portal to the other side of the Grell Barrier.

The temple Lukin had entered was just an ordinary building, a place where a small merchant might live with his family. Zubrios always said the trappings of the religion would come later and the important thing was finding new recruits and training them. So any building that the clerics found suitable to move into became the temples of Zubrios’s religion.

Lukin had pretended to want to be recruited to get inside. The plan was to get uniforms and information from the small temple then dress up as clerics and enter the tomb to free Twig and Simeon. It wasn’t much of a plan, but that didn’t matter to Werac since he didn’t want it to succeed. At least, he wasn’t supposed to want it to succeed.

His venture hadn’t gone the way he had expected. Meeting Suma and becoming a confidante of the bearers had gone perfectly, of course. But he hadn’t managed to guide them toward joining his father instead of opposing him. The bearers weren’t particularly opposed to Zubrios. They wanted to stop his plan to create a silver portal that would breach the Grell Barrier. Werac hadn’t known about his father’s plan to do that, and he had trouble coming up with any reasons it would be a good thing. Werac had read many histories about Mageles and even some accounts of life before the barrier. Scholars almost universally accepted that the Grell Barrier had been a great thing—a necessary thing.

So Werac had agreed that the portal must be stopped if at all possible. Which meant that his role, instead of being a friend to guide Suma and the others away from the influence of the Soylant Wizards and Armentells, was instead to be a false friend and traitor.

Suma reached across and squeezed Werac’s hand. “Are you absolutely certain you want to come with us?” She had obviously been watching him and misinterpreted his misgivings as fear.

Werac’s smile was more of a twist of his lips. “Just a touch of nerves. When we spring into action, I’ll be fine.” He found it easier to deceive her when he was fully in the role of Carew. He smiled at her in the full knowledge that he planned to betray her.

She smiled softly. “My shining prince.”

Werac, unable to hold her gaze anymore, looked away. Her attempt at comfort made him feel even more wretched. She had been wonderful to him, adopting him as her prince, though she seemed to think that meant she protected him rather than the other way around. Werac had never had much in the way of friends his own age. As the Lord Protector’s son, he’d always stood apart from everyone else. Carew, his alter ego, had gained friends, and it was Werac’s job to betray them.

He didn’t know if he was capable of it. But what other choice do I have? His first loyalty had to be to his father. Gromley was also his friend, and he wouldn’t understand Werac’s doubts. Werac could only hope that the bearers’ plan failed in some way that didn’t require his direct betrayal.

“It’s time,” Mortlebee said.

Werac drew his sword. The other two already had their weapons ready. The three of them kept to the shadows as they crept toward the temple.

I am Carew, third son of the baron of Hokeland. His deeper doubts and misgivings sank deep within him. His concerns reverted to whether they’d succeed in storming the small temple. The turmoil inside him became a small knot of fear. I am Carew Hokeland.

At the door of the temple, Carew paused and listened. Suma stood ready behind him, and Mortlebee continued on toward the window, an arrow nocked in his bow.

Carew pressed his ear against the door. In the mumble of voices, he could make out that Lukin was talking, though not the exact words. They all seemed to be laughing and joking.

Then Lukin spoke more loudly and clearly. “Now would be a good time.”

Obviously a signal. Carew stepped to one side and nodded at Suma. She kicked the door, and it exploded inward, flying across the room.

Carew jumped in front of Suma, his sword at the ready, but he had nothing to do. It was over before it had begun. The door had crashed into one cleric, an arrow from Mortlebee at the window took a second in the chest, and Lukin got a knife to the throat of the third before he had a chance to draw his sword.

“Take your hand off your sword, Ballic,” Lukin told the cleric, touching his blade to the other man’s throat.

Ballic’s gaze traveled across the room, weighing his options.

“Don’t be stupid,” Lukin said.

Ballic released the hilt of the sword and moved his hand away from it. “You won’t get away with this, attacking one of the Lord Protector’s temples.”

“We are just getting started,” Lukin said. He nodded to Carew, who pulled the sword from the man’s scabbard and threw it clattering against a far wall.

Mortlebee entered, and Suma picked up the door and jammed it against the doorway. The casual way Suma lifted the door with one hand still disconcerted Carew despite the number of times he’d seen her use her power.

Mortlebee stood over the man he’d shot. The cleric hadn’t been wearing his armor. The white tunic displayed only a small circle of blood around the arrow—he had died quickly. Mortlebee’s mouth twisted as he gazed down, and a darkness passed across his eyes.

The cleric who had been hit by the door hadn’t stirred, but Carew thought he still lived. Lukin finished tying Ballic’s hands and shoved him against the wall.

“Are you going to tell us what we want to know?” Lukin asked him.

“I’m going to dig up your mother’s grave and shove her bones up your ass one by one.”

“There’s no call for that.” Lukin turned around to Carew. “There was no call for that kind of talk, was there?”

Carew shook his head.

“You killed my friend.” Ballic glanced across at the cleric whom Mortlebee had shot. “And you complain about talk! If you are going to torture me, you had better make it bloody. Do you have the stomach for that?”

“Mezziall, no,” Lukin said. “The smell of blood brings me out in hives. I have a very important question for you: Where’s my mother’s grave?”

“Huh?”

“You don’t know either. Good.” Lukin smiled. “Then I don’t fear her bones up my—”

Ballic snarled at him. Carew couldn’t believe Lukin was still making attempts at jokes.

“What’s the best time to go up to the tombs if we don’t want to get noticed?” Lukin asked.

“Shove your face into a furnace and watch your eyeballs burn,” Ballic spat out.

“Guard change at midnight,” Lukin said. “Who generally orders you to go up there?”

Ballic’s face turned purple with rage, and he charged forward. Lukin sidestepped and stuck out a leg. Ballic, with his hands unable to support him, crashed face first into the floor.

“I see.” Lukin said. “Drey is the raven-crest in charge of the temples in this part of Blackstone. I must say, Ballic, you are being awfully cooperative. Thank you for that.”

Ballic lifted his head and smashed it repeatedly against the floor. He obviously was willing to knock himself out simply to avoid his thoughts being read any more. Carew had to admire the man’s dedication.

“It’s okay. I already have enough from you.” Lukin knelt down by the man’s head. “Let me help you with that.” He took the knife from his belt and slammed the hilt against the man’s temple. Ballic’s head fell against the floor, and his body stilled.

“So?” Mortlebee asked.

“We should be able to sneak into the tombs as clerics.” Lukin stood, wiping dust off his breeches at the knees. “Providing we can find enough uniforms for all of us.”

“I’ll check.” Suma pushed open a door and walked through, exploring further.

“What about getting out again?” Mortlebee asked.

“You know I don’t like to plan too far ahead,” Lukin said.

“To my cost.”

Lukin slapped Mortlebee on the back and grinned. “That’s the adventuring spirit. We’ll spring their trap and leave with the cheese.”

“There’s spare uniforms back here,” Suma called out. “Breastplates. Helms. Weapons.”

“This is going to be almost too easy,” Lukin said, though his grin faltered. Even he didn’t believe his words.
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Simeon was shoved into a sitting position against a rock. His arms cried out in pain as they were wrenched awkwardly as ropes tightened. Beside him, another cleric tied up Twig. Dust hung heavy in the air, and darkness pressed in from all sides.

A raised platform of some type had been built in the center of the tomb. Ull Axilium placed both of their weapons on the corner of the platform on top of what looked like a bow, obviously Mortlebee’s weapon of power.

The two clerics who had been tying them up stepped back, and Ull Axilium double-checked the bonds before grunting in satisfaction. He led the clerics back out of the small chamber. Rock scraped against rock as Ull Axilium pushed the large boulder back across the entrance. Only a person with magical strength would be able to open it again.

With the boulder fully in place, the last remnants of light disappeared, leaving them in absolute darkness.

“You okay?” Simeon asked Twig. She’d been quiet since they’d been captured.

“You should have left me,” Twig said. “Now we are both caught.”

“The others will come for us,” Simeon said.

“They shouldn’t.”

Simeon had figured out that their captors hoped to use the two of them for bait. Nevertheless, he wanted them to come. “Whatever happens, we have to work together,” he said. “I’m sure of it. We all received these weapons for a purpose, and only together will we achieve what we were meant to.”

Twig’s breathing sounded loud in the dark stillness. “Do you believe we have souls?” she asked.

“I’m not sure,” Simeon said. “But I believe in something beyond ourselves.”

Simeon’s bound arms ached, and he tried to adjust them into a more comfortable position, but the task was hopeless.

The boulder at the entranceway scraped open, surprising Simeon. He hadn’t expected Ull Axilium to return so quickly. A shadow entered their chamber, and footsteps approached them. A teardrop of red flame sprang to life on top of an open palm. The palm rose higher, giving Simeon a view of a smiling old man with a cropped white beard and flowing white hair. He wore a white jacket, finely cut, with small gold clasps running down the center.

He could only be the Lord Protector Zubrios himself, though Simeon hadn’t expected him to look so... ordinary.

“Sorry to disappoint,” Zubrios said. “Those who come under the influence of the Order often expect red horns to sprout from my head.”

“Evil that comes in pretty forms is the most dangerous kind,” Simeon said.

“Evil, is that what you think I am?” Zubrios laughed, a rich, textured laugh that almost made Simeon feel foolish for calling him evil.

Almost.

“You are young yet. Contrary to what storytellers would have you believe, the world isn’t divided into good and evil. It’s human nature for those on one side to paint the other side as evil. Most people, I’ve found, live best in a world of black and white, good and evil. They can’t handle the uncertainty of everything being different shades of gray, which is the reality that those of us who truly look at the world have to deal with.”

“You invaded Pizarr, killed my countrymen.” Some of my tribemates could have been lost in the war, perhaps even Tarla. No, I won’t think about that. “Just to extend your power and influence.”

“Pizarr, the land of warriors, had become broken.”

“That’s not true.”

“Look with your mind, not with your heart,” Zubrios said. “The Pizarrian women do all the work. The men hunt or fight. For centuries, they had the central areas of Mageles to prey on. The fiefdoms, isolated villages and strongholds, were weak and perfect for the Pizarrian raids. When I united the fiefdoms and protected them, the Pizarrian warriors had nowhere to attack. Some of the men still go hunting in the Terafin Forest. The rest...” Zubrios shrugged. “The Pizarrian way of life isn’t sustainable in the modern world.”

Simeon opened his mouth to object then closed it again. He remembered how much time the men of his village spent in the tavern. He thought about how Xelinder died.

Simeon had expected that if he ever met Zubrios, they would be on opposite sides of a fierce battle. He’d never suspected that the Lord Protector would try to win him over. He’d suspected even less that he would feel himself swayed by the Lord Protector’s smooth words. He tried a different tack. “The silver portal,” he said. “Bringing powerful magic users back across. Undoing all that Grell created. Was that plan of yours just lies spread by the Soylant Wizards?”

“Breaking the world in two, however good intentioned Grell was, was not a good thing,” Zubrios said.

“Better to have non–magic users enslaved?”

“It’s possible for a world with powerful magic users and those without magic to live side by side in harmony.”

“That’s not how things worked in practice.” The story of how Grell had decided that full separation was the only hope for equality for those without magic was well known.

Zubrios studied Simeon for a long moment. “Your staff will help create the portal. I had hoped for your aid, but I see that won’t be forthcoming. That doesn’t mean we can’t work together after. I hope that will happen.” The Lord Protector turned toward Twig. “What about you, young lady? You have been silent, and your mind is as dark as the sea on a moonless night.”

When she didn’t reply, he continued. “I heard about what you did in the city, killing the murderers who roved the streets. I applaud your good work, but it’s hard for any one person to make a difference like that. Wherever I have gone, I have tried to bring more order. If you visited my capital, you’d find that Soirbuz has less crime than any big city. One of your comrades is from there. Ask him if you don’t believe me.”

Once again, Twig didn’t reply.

“I must go,” Zubrios said. “I’m sorry I have to leave you in such bad conditions. I can’t allow light in, or the magic will leak out. And you must remain bound in case you do something stupid. However, I feel your friends will be along soon, and we can end this. Once the portal is open, Mageles will be a different place, a better place.”

Zubrios walked back to the entrance, and his teardrop of red light winked out. He pushed open the boulder, walked out, and closed it again, returning them to darkness.

“His lies taste of honey,” Twig said.

Chapter 43

[image: image]
Lukin trudged up the hillock, breathing another man’s stench.

He hated how serious everything had become. The adventures he’d imagined in his head had involved killing his enemies, sure, but the deaths hadn’t been messy. The keening of the wounded on a battlefield, the stench of a corpse that had relieved itself, the awful darkness of losing a loved one like Flechir or even a recent companion like Fellanni—those were experiences he could do without.

He wanted a little less ugliness from the adventuring gods and, as always, more taverns. In addition, he wanted rid of the weight dragging at his shoulders. Robbing Jearg’s mansion had been dangerous, but for him only. When he’d fallen into the Hatori, it had just been him and Mortlebee. If they failed to stop the silver portal, the whole of Mageles was in danger, apparently. That was the kind of responsibility Lukin didn’t want.

Lukin adjusted the breastplate around his shoulders. He snorted out half a laugh. Perhaps that was the weight that he complained of.

“Something funny?” Mortlebee asked.

“Ballic must have sweated like a pig. It smells like several generations of vermin lived and died inside these clothes.”

“Are you worried they’ll suspect?” Mortlebee nodded toward the clerics farther up the slope, marching ahead. “The sparrow-crest has glanced down at us several times. He knows we shouldn’t be here.”

“Let me worry about them,” Lukin said. The four of them had waited by the outskirts of Blackstone, and around midnight, twenty clerics had started up the hillock toward the tombs. Lukin and the others had followed, hoping to intercept them close to the top.

Lukin looked backward. They had fashioned a loop on one of the belts for Suma’s axe, and Carew stood on that side of her to disguise that she carried an axe rather than a sword. Redbirds sometimes carried weapons other than swords, so it wasn’t that unusual. Suma looked a little short, but other than that, with helms on, there was little to tell the four of them from other redbirds.

Lukin winked at Suma. “Doing okay.”

She gave him a weak smile, and Lukin faced forward again. How come every girl I meet is immune to my charms? Suma wasn’t even that attractive, but in a desert, every female was an oasis. That explained why Carew stuck to her like glue and why Mortlebee stared at her every time he thought no one was looking. Suma wasn’t beautiful like Fellanni had been—now that had been one fantastic-looking woman until her unfortunate end. And Kreesta... Lukin licked his lips as he remembered the girl from Jearg’s mansion. She had been—

Mortlebee gave Lukin a dig with his elbow, and Lukin returned to the present. He didn’t have time for such imaginings, but he was only human.

The clerics ahead had slowed, and the sparrow-crest waited for them to catch up. “I don’t recognize you,” he said.

“Just off the boat from Yalsomme,” Lukin told him. “Drey told us that something important was happening soon, and he’d decided to send more men.”

The messenger to Indigo Street Temple didn’t mention bringing four extra, the sparrow-crest thought. “I wasn’t told anything about it.”

“Tell me about it,” Lukin said. “No one lets me know anything either. Just off the boat and looking forward to some rest, and we get sent up to whatever place this is in the middle of the renka night. What’s going on here, anyway?”

“Fall in line behind my men,” the sparrow-crest said. “Try to keep out of the way as much as possible.”

Once they were marching together as a group and no one was paying them any more attention, Lukin glanced across at Mortlebee, mouthed the word “easy," and winked.

Mortlebee sighed in a long-suffering manner.

Two of the clerics picked up torches at the entrance to the tombs and carried them high as they entered the narrow tunnels. Armor straps jingled, and scabbards rattled against legs. Lukin reached out and touched the cool stone of the rough wall on his left, uncertain of the impulse that made him do it.

As they walked further into the lions’ den, the tension inside Lukin dissipated. “The moment before the battle is the worst,” Flechir had told him. He’d added, “Unless you get stabbed in the groin during the battle; then that part becomes the worst.” Lukin smiled. Underneath the million layers of leathery hide, the old man had been a kidder at heart.

The tunnel opened out to a circular chamber lit up by over a dozen torches, with several darkened exits. Although the area was large in comparison with the tunnels, it was crammed with scarlet-cloaked clerics. Just as Suma and Carew, at the end of their group, entered the chamber, however, others began to exit.

After an initial swirl of confusion, space began to open up as the clerics who’d originally been in the tombs then piled out. Lukin, following the compass in his head, stared at a point in the wall. As the chamber emptied, he was able to see clearly a boulder blocking an entranceway. The three remaining weapons were behind that wall—likely Simeon and Twig too.

Lukin turned back to Suma. “They are behind the boulder to the left. We’ll need your strength-mage powers to get in.”

“And you think the eagle-crest will allow us to walk in, take the weapons, and walk out?” Mortlebee nodded forward. “What about the Lord Protector?”

Lukin looked forward again. He wasn’t sure how he had missed them before.

Less than five paces away, Ull Axilium stood beside the Lord Protector. Zubrios once again wore a white jacket, this one speckled with dust and cut slightly differently from the last.

On the other side of Ull Axilium stood a gray-haired hawk-crest. “Fast. Get all the men out of sight,” the hawk-crest said. “Leave the way clear.”

The sparrow-crest directed the clerics toward the darkened entrances.

“Are you sure they are coming?” the hawk-crest asked.

“We know they are close.” Ull Axilium pulled a blue crystal from a pocket and held it up. “Whether they are fifty paces away or five hundred, we aren’t sure.”

Or five paces away, Lukin thought. As he had suspected, the ability of the tracking crystal to detect the weapons wasn’t nearly as exact as the ability of his ring. We might just get a chance. Everyone would be waiting to spring a trap on the bearers entering from the front. If the four of them were stationed close, they’d be able to get Suma to that boulder, and she could get them in. Getting out would be another matter, but the five of them would be reunited and have their weapons back again. In addition to escaping, they’d have to be sure to get the crystal from Ull Axilium. It all seemed impossible, but “impossible missions” was an adventurer’s middle name.

I have to do it, I have to do it now. The thought from Carew was so strong that Lukin turned around. He couldn’t see what was disturbing the boy, but his lips were trembling.

Lukin gripped his arm. “Keep calm,” he whispered. Zubrios had thought-mage powers and wasn’t far away.

“What is it?” Suma asked him, also having become aware that something was wrong.

Lukin caught snatches of further thoughts from Carew, enough to figure out that something was seriously wrong. It was almost as if...

That’s not possible.

Chapter 44
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The concern in Suma’s gaze was a knife in Werac’s guts. I have no choice, he told himself.

“I’m sorry,” Werac said, touching her hand. “I never wanted it to happen like this.” He then grabbed the spike on the top of her axe and pulled, knowing if she didn’t have the axe, no blood would be shed.

Suma reached for her axe, confused. Werac lowered his shoulder into her chest to knock her back then stepped away from her.

“Father, it’s me.” Werac threw off his helm.

“Why you—” Lukin drew his sword and charged.

Werac scrambled backward, and before Lukin reached him, Ull Axilium had sped across the chamber to stand in front of Werac, his sword before him.

Mortlebee drew his sword. Suma stood frozen in place, staring at Werac, the truth of who he was and what he had done gradually dawning on her. Werac had to look away as hurt spread across her face.

The clerics who had been secreting themselves in the tombs rushed back into the central chamber, swords in their hands, and surrounded the three bearers.

Zubrios walked to Werac, put his hand on the boy’s shoulder, and smiled. “You brought me gifts.”

Werac had thought that when his father stood at his side, he would know he’d done the right thing. But he still felt wretched.

Werac handed over the axe, and his father turned it over in his hands. “A beautiful piece.” Zubrios looked across at Lukin. “You have a fifth weapon to give me?”

Lukin turned in a circle, looking around. There was no escape.

“I could ask Ull Axilium to take it from you,” Zubrios said. “Strength-mages aren’t good with delicate things like finger bones, though.”

Lukin pulled the ring off his finger and threw it at Zubrios. It flew over his shoulder and bounced against the far wall.

“Gromley,” Zubrios said.

Gromley marched across and picked up the ring and handed it to Zubrios. Gromley gave Werac a smile and a nod. Since their mission had been a success, Werac hoped that Gromley would be returned to his father’s good graces.

“You brought them to me as promised,” Zubrios said. “Great job, Son.”

“Thank you.” The pride that swelled within Werac was pricked and deflated when he caught sight of Suma.

Her hurt had turned to anger. She had told him how her father had wanted to kill her and how her brother had sent her away, alone. She had trusted again and been betrayed again.

“Did you bring any to my side as you had hoped? Convince them that the Order just wants to use them?”

“They don’t trust your plan to create a portal through the Grell Barrier,” Werac said. Neither do I. “If you could reconsider that, perhaps...” He’d been about to say that he might be able to persuade them that his father wasn’t the bad guy they had been led to believe he was before realizing that none of them would ever listen to him again. He had befriended and betrayed them all.

“The portal is happening,” Zubrios said. “The legacy of Grell is that everyone in Mageles distrusts the idea. Once it’s open, they will see there was nothing to fear. Ull Axilium, would you open the way to Luttrell’s Tomb? With the power of these weapons, I will be able to open the portal tonight.”

“The bearers are still armed.” Ull Axilium still stood between the bearers and Werac and Zubrios.

“An oversight on their part, I’m sure.” Zubrios nodded at the bearers. “Drop your weapons, please.”

Lukin scowled as he dropped his sword.

“Live to fight another day. Exactly. You, too.” Zubrios gestured at Mortlebee, who was even more reluctant. “I didn’t know the hardship Ull Lackma was inflicting on your people, I promise.”

Mortlebee dropped the sword as though it was hot. Reading the bearers’ thoughts wasn’t a good way to win their trust, Werac felt. He hated that most about his conversations with his father.

“Ull Axilium, open the way into Luttrell’s Tomb. Open it wide. Gromley, have the bearers brought inside, and bring torches. Light the tomb up. Today is the start of a new era for Mageles. Today, we breach the Grell Barrier.”

“Should we wait for Ull Dreidnan and Ull Rohaim?” Gromley asked. “They are still in Pizarr.”

Zubrios didn’t bother with an answer. Ull Axilium shoved the boulder aside, and the Lord Protector strode into the darkness within.

Chapter 45
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Pulses of pain flowed across Simeon’s shoulders. He tried to adjust his body into a more comfortable position, but the ropes didn’t allow any movement.

Simeon came to attention as the scraping sound indicated someone was coming. More light shone through as the boulder was pushed completely out of the way. The Lord Protector marched straight to the center of the tomb and raised his hand, and a globe of red light formed over his head.

Simeon was able to see the tomb clearly for the first time. Several stone coffins had been turned upside down, creating the raised platform he’d been just about able to make out previously. On the platform, hundreds of crystals of various shapes glittered. With the red light flaring above them, a wave of color flowed through the crystals, a swirl of reds and blues and yellows and greens and purples. The crystals appeared to be actually moving as waves of color pulsed and shifted, a wonderful sea of iridescence. The sight took Simeon’s breath away and made him forget his pain for a moment.

The crystals had been kept in darkness to store magic. The magic would start to leak out since light had been brought in. That could only mean that the Lord Protector intended to use them immediately. He was going to try to create the silver portal. Simeon reached toward the crystals with his mind, looking for a center as Sierre had taught him, hoping that with so many, he’d succeed where he’d failed before. But no, still nothing.

Zubrios picked up one of the crystals, a large red one placed apart from the others. “Hakreel. Hakreel, it’s time. Get everything ready.”

A comstal.

Robin-crests followed the Lord Protector into the tomb, carrying lighted torches, which they attached to the walls.

“Werac, bring the axe,” Zubrios commanded.

On one corner of the stage sat the bow, the staff, and the sword, and Zubrios placed the ring beside them. Seeing that hurt. Were all of the bearers captured?

The question was answered a moment later as Lukin, Mortlebee, and Suma were escorted into the tomb by five robin-crests. They were led over to stand beside Simeon and Twig.

“Sorry,” Lukin said.

“It’s no one’s fault. We did the best we could,” Simeon said. The five of them had never been intended as bearers. Perhaps Delaron and Huell the Giant and the others could have succeeded—the real heroes.

“Is that Carew?” Simeon saw who placed the axe with the other weapons.

“Meet Werac, the son of the Lord Protector,” Lukin said.

“I see.” It hardly mattered at that stage, but anger still bubbled through Simeon’s blood. To be deceived like that on top of everything. “He fooled your ring. I didn’t think that was possible.”

Lukin grimaced. “Delaron said it wasn’t possible. I guess he was wrong.”

“Anything else of interest you can tell me about the weapons or the bearers?” Zubrios asked Werac.

“The staffbearer has no magical ability and thus can’t use his staff. The axebearer...” Werac swallowed. “Nothing else of use.”

“The staffbearer can’t use his staff. Interesting. Perhaps that can be useful to me. Gromley, bring him to me.”

A voice came out of the comstal. “We are ready on this side.”

“Perfect. Form a beacon with your magic so I’ll be easily able to find you,” Zubrios said into the comstal then set it down.

The hawk-crest, Gromley, came over to Simeon and used a knife to cut his bonds. Simeon let out a gasp as blood filled with tiny razor blades flowed down his arms and into his hands. Gromley grabbed Simeon’s arm and pulled him roughly to his feet. Simeon staggered then allowed himself to be dragged toward the stage. Gromley shoved Simeon into a sitting position beside the five weapons.

Gromley seemed an important figure to the Lord Protector, yet he was only a hawk-crest. Simeon wondered if only magic users could become eagle-crests. Zubrios was already putting magic users ahead of non–magic users, the very thing that caused the need for the Grell Barrier, yet Zubrios had talked about magic and non–magic users living in harmony. As Twig had sensed, he was a liar, and once Zubrios created the silver portal, things would surely get much worse.

Zubrios raised his hands before himself. A small dark cloud formed in front of the far wall. The center of the cloud whirled, and the cloud expanded into a disk, similar to the portal Bylanter had created only much bigger. Bylanter’s portal couldn’t have fit a horse, but Zubrios’s reached from the ceiling to the floor and could accommodate a horse and cart.

The color of the portal lightened to a much paler gray. Zubrios’s fingers trembled, and he closed his eyes. “Have the staffbearer take hold of his staff.”

Simeon knew Zubrios wanted to use him to unlock the magic of the weapons so he could add that magic to that which he was already drawing from the crystals. Simeon didn’t want to help him, but taking hold of his weapon felt right, so he did. He didn’t have much to lose—Gromley or Ull Axilium would have forced him if he refused.

Simeon stepped up onto the platform and took the staff in both hands and raised it above his head, unsure what possessed him to do so. He shuddered involuntarily as something flowed through him. A smile crept into Zubrios’s face. At Simeon’s feet, the other weapons rattled. The swirl in the portal sank deeper inside it, leaving the surface smooth and silvery, like a mirror that didn’t reflect.

Simeon squeezed his eyes shut in frustration. The magic was flowing through him, and still he couldn’t sense it. He had become simply an instrument that Zubrios was using. I should have given the staff to Sierre and stayed in Pizarr.

Then the hair on the back of Simeon’s neck prickled. He realized the air within the tomb was saturated with magic, and its source centered at two points. One center was in the weapons at Simeon’s feet, and the other was the sea of glittering crystals.

A center. That had been what Sierre had wanted Simeon to sense in the magic crystals. If he could feel it, that meant that he had magical ability.

Even as Simeon reached for the core of the magic, it faded away. My emotions, he remembered. They were key to accessing the magic. He concentrated on the feelings that had first brought him the sensation of magic: his frustration and, above all, his desire to be able to use magic, his desire to be worthy of the great power which had been bestowed on him.

He reached again and felt the magic more strongly than ever. He let himself flow with the magic through the portal. He sensed the resistance of the barrier, like a great dam, but the flow of the magic was too strong, flowing through it and opening up on the other side.

A great plain stretched out, leading up toward distant mountains. Waiting on the plain, close to the portal, were the most amazing creatures that Simeon had ever seen. Several giant lizards—they had to be dragons—lay curled up with their tails wrapped across their legs. Their heads were up and alert. One had black scales, another golden, a third multicolored like the sea of crystals back in the tomb.

While the dragons immediately drew the eye, arrayed around them were many other fantastical creatures, all shapes and sizes and colors: red demons with spiked tails and green creatures with feathered wings folded behind their backs, the peaks of which stretched above their heads, doubling their height.

There were more humans than anything else, but despite their strange and wondrous costumes, the men and women were overshadowed by the creatures around them. That, then, was the army of powerful creatures and magic users that Zubrios intended to bring across the Grell Barrier. If they came, Mageles would never be the same again.

One of the dragons—the black one—uncurled his tail and stood up. Simeon exhaled. The great beast had been big before, but he became gigantic. The ground trembled as he moved toward the portal. The portal, Simeon reminded himself, I have to close the portal. The magic flowed around him, and he reached for it, trying to direct its flow, to dissolve the portal. He sensed resistance.

“The staffbearer!” a voice said. “Stop him.”

The voice sounded distant. The tomb. He forced his awareness back down to the other side of the portal just as Gromley stepped up beside him and grabbed hold of the staff.

Simeon tensed, gathering his strength, and tried to throw Gromley off. To his surprise, the old man flew halfway across the tomb and crashed to the ground. He had drawn the power of the axe through his staff. That was unexpected. He smiled.

“Ull Axilium!” Zubrios’s arms were rigid against his sides with his fists clenched.

Simeon had to stop Zubrios’s portal. He couldn’t afford to be distracted by fighting the clerics. He reached down, picked up the axe, and threw it toward the other bearers.

Before he could grab the other weapons, Ull Axilium barreled into him, knocking him backward, and the staff flew from his hands.

Chapter 46
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“Be ready.” Lukin shook Suma’s arm.

“For what?” Suma stared darkly at Werac, who wouldn’t even meet her gaze, the coward. Her initial anger toward him had become clogged up with despondency. What is it about me that causes everyone to reject me? First my family, then my prince.

“Something is happening,” Lukin said. “Zubrios is starting to look strained. Simeon is doing something.”

Suma turned her attention to the staffbearer. He stood with his arms outstretched over his head, the staff shaking in his hands. He hadn’t moved since he’d first taken that position. “How can you tell?”

“The staffbearer!” Zubrios suddenly shouted. “Stop him.”

The hawk-crest jumped up onto the platform upon which Simeon stood and grabbed the staff. Simeon wrenched his body, and Gromley flew through the air and crashed down to the floor.

My axe, Suma thought. Seeing its power used—even by someone else—gave her a thrill. She could trust in that if nothing else. She tensed, waiting. Around her, the five clerics who guarded them crowded in closer.

When Simeon threw the axe, Suma was ready. She charged at the nearest cleric. He stepped to the side, drawing his sword, but his step back gave Suma the space she needed. The axe hit the ground five paces in front of her and skidded along the ground, grinding against the stone floor. It had barely come to a stop when Suma’s fingers curled around it.

The cleric’s sword was over his head as he prepared to strike down at her. She grabbed the corner of his cloak and pulled him downward. His face smashed against the rock floor, and the sword fell from his grasp. She picked up his body and threw him at the other four, knocking three of them over and driving the fourth back.

Lukin picked up the fallen sword. “Protect the staffbearer,” he told Suma as he cut the ropes that tied Twig to the rock.

Suma ran toward Simeon, but before she reached him, Ull Axilium charged into him, driving him to the ground and knocking the staff from his hands. Suma changed direction, heading for the staff, but Ull Axilium, using his supernatural speed, reached it first.

He bent to pick it up, not seeing Suma behind him. Before he straightened, she grabbed his arm and threw him. He hit a wall hard, the staff rebounding away from him.

“Watch out!” Lukin’s shout came just in time.

She ducked as the hawk-crest came up behind her, swinging. His blade whizzed over her head. She grabbed his leg and wrenched. He fell heavily. She picked him up and threw him. He crashed against a wall beside the portal, falling unconscious.

Suma stepped back, using the moment’s pause to scan the tomb. The surface of the silver portal shimmered, then a giant black head came through.

She gulped. Is that a dragon?

Chapter 47
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Everything was happening so quickly that Mortlebee was unsure which way to look. His legs knew which way to go, though. As soon as Suma knocked the clerics guarding them out of the way, his legs were carrying him toward the center of the tomb and the bow of power.

When he’d thrown it over the cliff, he’d never wanted to see it again. As he’d journeyed with Lukin, he’d come to regret his decision. Inside the tomb, the weapon had been almost within his grasp but still impossibly far. He didn’t know if he was going to have to accept the commands of Zubrios—the man who’d sent Ull Lackma to starve his family—in order to use the bow again. That had seemed likely until Simeon and then Suma began to fight back.

He heard a shout behind him and glanced back. Lukin had freed Twig, but they were trapped in the corner, surrounded by approaching clerics. Mortlebee couldn’t get back in time to help them, and if he picked up his bow and fired, he’d risk hurting them. So instead of picking up his bow, he picked up the girl’s sword.

“Twig!” he shouted. He threw it high over the clerics’ heads. It flew end over end, and his heart jumped into his mouth. Before throwing, he’d worried about not being accurate enough—then he was terrified about being too accurate.

She saw it coming, though, and moved aside. The sword clanged against the wall then fell. Twig picked it up, and within several instants, the clerics shifted from attacking to retreating. Two fell, one with a scream of pain. Lukin used the opportunity to race past them, running to Mortlebee.

Mortlebee picked up his bow. He sighted it and felt for the string. It shimmered and disappeared. Negative emotions, he remembered, but they weren’t quick in coming.

Lukin panted as he reached Mortlebee’s side. He put on the ring and looked around the tomb then gripped Mortlebee’s shoulder. “Simeon needs you to stop the dragon from coming through.”

“Stop the what?” Mortlebee glanced over to where Simeon had retrieved the staff. Simeon’s eyes were closed in concentration, shudders running through his body. On the opposite side of the tomb, Zubrios also had his eyes shut, deep furrows running through his face. Werac stood in front of his father, his sword out.

“That.” Lukin pointed up at the mirrored surface of the portal, which started to ripple.

“Watch out!” Lukin shouted at Suma, but Mortlebee’s attention was fixed on the giant black head appearing through.

The whole of the dragon’s head appeared and let out a roar that shook the tomb. An eerie silence followed the roar as even those in the middle of fighting took a step back to gaze in wonder and terror. The roar of a dragon hadn’t been heard in Mageles in ten thousand years.

Stop the dragon. Of course that was what he had said—Lukin had been trying to get Mortlebee killed since they met, and he’d finally found a foolproof method. Is hurting it even possible? Mortlebee stumbled back and raised the bow in front of himself. He reached for the string, and it sprang into life, as strong as it ever had been. Apparently, abject terror was a good emotion for getting magic from the bow. Not a great emotion for aiming, though, for his hands shook, and when it burst into life, the point of the golden arrow wavered back and forth.

The creation of the golden arrow, brighter than the torches on the walls, caused the light in the tunnel to flare brighter. Mortlebee had never created an arrow that substantial before. Unfortunately, its brightness attracted the attention of the dragon. Its head dived down toward Mortlebee, black flames spouting from its mouth.

Mortlebee instinctively released. The golden arrow hit the flames and, in an explosion of black and golden sparks, the energy from each canceled the other out. The dragon’s head reared back, hitting the ceiling. Dust showered down. Pebbles landed on Mortlebee’s head, big enough to hurt if an angry dragon hadn’t had the entirety of his attention. His fingers fumbled until he grasped the string again. Once again, terror flowing through him, he summoned a thick golden arrow. A wave of weakness rushed through Mortlebee, knocking him down to one knee. He didn’t let go of the bow, though, the fingers of his left hand wrapped around its center. He pulled back on the string and released.

Black fire emerged from the dragon’s mouth just before the arrow struck. That time, the black and gold exploded right beside the dragon’s face. The dragon’s head jerked back, releasing another bellow, that one a roar of pain. The head rapidly retreated into the portal. The surfaced rippled, and the beast was gone.

Did that just happen? Did I just defeat a dragon?

Before he could answer his own question, his strength deserted him, and he slumped to the ground.

Chapter 48
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Twig watched the sword turn end over end as it flew through the air toward her. It seemed to travel in slow motion, and it couldn’t come quickly enough for Twig. For a second time, she’d been captured, and when she escaped this time, she wasn’t going to be caught again. Being a mouse was better than being a caged bird.

She shifted out of the way and let the sword hit the wall behind her. She reached for it with her right hand but thought better of it and picked it up with her left. The ropes around her arms had been tight, and her right hand was still numb.

The hand that held it didn’t matter. The speed was what she needed—she wasn’t skilled in swordplay with left or right. She dashed to Lukin’s side and stabbed the forearm of a cleric he was fighting. The cleric dropped his sword and yelped in pain. Twig dashed away and forward again, toward the blind side of another cleric, and, avoiding the armor, stabbed him in the thigh.

The group of clerics who’d been confronting Lukin and her scrambled backward rapidly.

Lukin lowered his sword and gave her a grin. “Nice.”

“What now?” she asked.

“I need my ring,” he said. “We need to get the crystal that was used to track us. The mage has it.” He nodded toward where Ull Axilium was getting back to his feet then ran to Mortlebee.

The feeling had returned to Twig’s right hand, and she bent to pick up a second sword. She dashed at the group of clerics again, striking at them with both swords then retreating. She did that several times, always appearing where they weren’t expecting her and dashing away before they could strike back.

The clerics stayed close to each other, backing rapidly away whenever they had the chance. She had driven them all the way to the entrance of the tomb when a roar shook the walls.

She turned. The head and neck of a black dragon had emerged from the portal. Fear slithered inside Twig, but she didn’t let it freeze her. She’d lived in fear all her life. She couldn’t do anything about a dragon, but she used the moment when everyone froze to dash to the other side of the tomb.

Ull Axilium saw her coming and moved to one side. Twig matched his motion and thrust forward with both swords. Ull Axilium struck upward with his sword, and it caught the blade in her right hand.

Twig’s right arm jerked upward, and the sword flew from her hand, smashing against the ceiling and rebounding down again. Ull Axilium smiled. She was outmatched—and they both knew it—since he had both speed and strength powers.

The dragon let out a roar of pain, and its head slammed against the ceiling, raining down dust.

Ull Axilium’s attention was drawn to the dragon, and Twig darted in, forcing him to retreat. She did so twice more, driving him back each time and retreating before he had a chance to counterattack.

Gold and black sparks flew above their heads, and the dragon roared in pain and retreated into the silver portal. Ull Axilium’s back touched against a wall, and he surveyed the tomb then changed focus, charging toward the staffbearer. Simeon still stood before the portal with his arms outstretched above his head, his hands clenched tightly around his staff.

The move took Twig by surprise. She was slightly behind Ull Axilium as she took off after him. She focused on drawing every last speck of speed from the sword and just managed to get her right arm around him and diverted him to one side and away from the staffbearer. Ull Axilium backhanded her with his free hand. Her stomach lurched as she sailed high then tumbled to the ground. She managed to hit the ground with a roll, keeping the impact from doing too much damage.

She jumped back to her feet, racing over to put herself between Ull Axilium and the staffbearer once more.

Ull Axilium charged again. That time, though, he stuttered, and his speed disappeared. He frowned and stepped back, his hand diving into the pocket of his cloak.

He must be going for his color-changing crystal, Twig realized. When they had been tied up together, Simeon had talked to Twig about the weapons and about magic. He’d told her how mages, unless exceptionally powerful, needed to store crystals when they were in their darkened color in order to use that magic when light changed the color.

Hoping Ull Axilium wasn’t faking, she dashed at him, abandoning all caution. Her sword sliced through his forearm just as Ull Axilium lifted it from his pocket, and two crystals fell and bounced along the floor.

Ull Axilium looked down at the crystals, looked at Twig, then ran in the opposite direction.

Chapter 49
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As the dragon retreated, the portal changed, becoming not weak but no longer fixed in place. On the other end of the portal, shouts were exchanged, some in foreign languages, as the creatures and humans argued over what to do. The black dragon roared in anger. Simeon had to get the portal closed before another attempt to cross was made.

Distract Zubrios. He made the thought loud inside his head, not wanting to break his concentration by speaking, relying on Lukin to read his mind.

A moment later came a shout from Lukin. “Suma, attack Zubrios!”

With the bearers having picked up their weapons, the magic from them no longer flowed through Simeon’s staff. Also, the magic stored in the crystals had diminished. That didn’t matter, because although the creation of the portal had required enormous amounts of magic, holding it open needed hardly any. Simeon kept grasping for the strands of magic that kept the portal in place, but he couldn’t manipulate them, while Zubrios maintained full control.

Simeon, who had only just sensed magic for the first time, realized he shouldn’t have been able to challenge the most powerful mage in Soirbuz, but the staff had been designed especially for portals and seemed to give Simeon enough of an edge to gain parity. Physically, he had barely moved, yet Simeon was tiring quickly. Each time he reached for control of the portal, he did so with a little less strength and energy.

He sensed danger and focused on what was happening in the tomb. Ull Axilium charged at him, using his speed. Simeon froze, unable to do anything to avoid him. Ull Axilium didn’t reach Simeon, instead turning to the side and away. Simeon took a moment to realize that the swordbearer had saved him, moving so quickly that he barely saw her.

Ull Axilium caught Twig with a backhanded blow that sent her spinning through the air. Simeon’s breath caught in his throat, but she was up as soon as she fell, dashing across to stand between Ull Axilium and Simeon once more. That gave Simeon renewed energy. If the half-starved street girl could stand up to the strength- and speed-mage, Simeon could surely do better than he was. He wasn’t going to be the weak link.

He turned at a roar from Suma and saw her toss a giant slab of rock high into the air, straight toward Zubrios. A pace in front of the Lord Protector, the boulder smashed into a barrier that flared blue at contact. Werac had to jump out of the way as the boulder rebounded in his direction.

Now, Simeon decided. It has to be now. If I can’t break control from Zubrios while he is maintaining that shield, I’ll never do it. Simeon closed his eyes. He felt the magic flowing through his staff and concentrated on the strands of magic that connected the two sides of the portal.

Along with all his energy, he summoned all the emotion he could. Desire to achieve something with his life. Anger at his instructors in Pizarr. Love for his birth mother. Grief at Xelinder’s death. The last was the strongest, and tears leaked from the corners of his eyes as he let himself feel it.

A ripple oscillated through the portal on the other side. Something happened. Simeon concentrated on the connecting magic and realized it wasn't a single flow but rather a multitude of narrow strands. And one of the strands had broken. He focused on the narrowest thread and imagined it tearing, and it did. Another strand sprang into being to replace the broken one, but the portal was wavering, unstable. Simeon summoned all his willpower and emotion and focused on slashing through the strands of portal magic, breaking them faster than they could be renewed. Once over half of them had separated, the remaining strands ripped open, and the other side of the portal magic sprang back across the Grell Barrier. Simeon got a single last look at the dragons and demons and angels, then they were gone.

The portal inside the tomb changed from silver to a swirling gray, but Simeon didn’t fully let go of the portal magic. His attention returned to the tomb. Zubrios had stumbled back a few steps, but his eyes were open. No longer needing to hold the portal open, he would be able to use the rest of his magic, and Simeon didn’t want to know what he was capable of. Mortlebee lay slumped on the ground with Lukin standing over him, fighting off three clerics. Over a dozen redbirds crowded the tomb entrance—the clerics who had been relieved must have returned. They would find no easy escape that way.

Simeon turned his attention back to the portal magic. As Bylanter had explained, he sensed himself floating, a vast landscape arrayed below him, impossibly distant. He had no idea where he wanted to go, and even if he did, he didn’t have the time to figure it out. Something drew him, a light in the grayness, and he directed the other end of the portal toward that light.

Twisted tree trunks knotted themselves above his head, and thick moss carpeted the ground. He knitted several strands of magic together, and a portal swirled into life in the forest. He added further threads of magic until it fully stabilized.

The portal complete, his consciousness returned to the tomb. His arms, still holding the staff above his head, ached, and he let them fall to his waist. “Everyone,” he shouted, “we go through the portal!”

Simeon ran to Mortlebee, who still lay slumped on the floor. He wedged an arm under Mortlebee’s armpit and wrenched him to his feet. “Work with me,” Simeon said.

Mortlebee’s head rolled back. He managed to get his feet under himself, though, and gave enough support that Simeon was able to half drag, half carry him. Lukin ran over and gave his shoulder to help on the other side.

Twig dashed ahead of them. She skidded to a stop in front of the portal. “In here. You sure?”

Simeon understood her hesitation. Her only experience of the portal was having seen a dragon come out of it. She didn’t pause long, though. A determined look fell over her features, and she charged into the shimmering gray surface. It rippled as she disappeared.

Simeon released Mortlebee and let Lukin carry him the last few steps into the portal. “Suma, where are you?”

“Coming.”

“What are you doing?” She ran toward him, the axe in one hand and Werac in the other. Werac’s feet floundered against the ground, trying to slow himself.

“I’m bringing him. He’s not going to get away with what he did. I’ll make him answer for it.” She swung her left hand forward, throwing Werac. Simeon stepped back out of the way as Werac smashed into the portal and disappeared. Suma ran past Simeon, diving into the portal after him.

As Simeon moved after her, something grabbed his foot, and he fell. The staff squirmed from his grasp. He looked down to see that the injured hawk-crest, still lying on the ground, had grabbed him. He kicked and managed to get his leg free. Without the staff, the portal magic leaked away from him.

The surface of the portal swirled. Simeon grabbed his staff and scrabbled forward. The portal was dissolving. Even holding his staff once more, he could no longer sense the magic. He had no idea what would happen if he attempted to cross with the portal in that state.

He didn’t hesitate, though. He closed his eyes and charged headfirst into the fading gray shimmer...

And landed face first on soft, mossy ground. He took deep breaths, savoring the silence and the forest smells, celebrating the fact that he was still alive. He tried to sense the magic in the staff but felt nothing. It would come back to him again, he was sure. It had to.

He opened his eyes and looked around.

What had happened to the other bearers?

Werac lay shoved against a fallen tree on the far end of the clearing, groaning. Both the sword and axe of power lay strewn on the ground. Simeon stood up and turned about slowly.

The other bearers had disappeared.

Further Information

Apologies for the abrupt ending. I’m sure some careful readers will know the location of Simeon and what happened to the rest of the bearers—for the rest, I hope to have the sequel out shortly. Book 2, The Black Bearer, is due to be published around December 2016.

A prequel story, The Desert Palace, gives a peek into an era when magic was commonplace and magical creatures roamed. Zedane, sick of magical duels abroad, is determined to achieve high status in his father's court when a fatal misstep threatens a devastating war. The crisis leads to the formation of Mageles, and this novelette is available exclusively to fans who sign up to my mailing list. See below:

~
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Find out how to get The Desert Palace, plus prequels to two other series: http://davidjnormoyle.com/wop-readers-list/

Author’s Note

Thanks for reading, and I hope you enjoyed this story. Consider leaving a review on your favorite book site. I always love to hear from readers so send an email (david@davidjnormoyle.com) or message me on FACEBOOK if you want to get in contact.

To discover more about me and my books, check out my WEBSITE
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