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The Desert Palace

David J. Normoyle

Zedane, sick of magical duels, returns to the Desert Palace, determined to achieve high status in his father's court. A fatal misstep threatens a war that will affect not just the humans, but the dragons, angels and other magical beings.

The Desert Palace is a prequel novelette set thousands of years before the Weapons of Power series.
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Chapter 1

The portal closed behind Zedane, bringing an end to five years of humiliation and pain. His time in the Crystal Towers had been more brutal than he could have imagined. Still, it had been necessary, whatever his father thought. The wider world was a hard place, he’d learned, and he needed to make himself hard enough to match it.

Sand stung his eyes, and Zedane raised his arm to protect his face. With his other hand, he reached into his backpack and fumbled around until his fingers curled around a piece of cloth. He pulled it out—a faral wrap—and he shrouded his face and head until only a thin slit was left open, allowing him to see.

He wasn’t so long gone from the desert that he didn’t remember how to wear a faral wrap, or how to hold his head so that he could see without the sand striking his face. His face now protected, he took a moment to study his home.

The Desert Palace stood out in brilliant whiteness against the red of the sand. Three massive domes circled a central tower, and they were surrounded by seven outer towers, each tower flaring to a spire at the top. Arching bridges connected each of the towers to the domes and to each other. There were more the fifty bridges and it was rare that the shortest distance between two points in the palace meant traveling on the ground. From a distance, the bridges seemed to overlap, a giant wondrous white cobweb.

Zedane started down the dune, his feet sinking into the hot sand with each step. The sun beat down on his neck and sticky sweat prickled up inside his clothes. He had remembered to bring the faral wrap, but his clothes and shoes weren’t appropriate for the desert. Perhaps he had forgotten more than he thought.

Still, the heat, the wind, the sand—none of it really bothered him. With every step, he was getting closer to the Desert Palace. The familiarity gave Zedane a thrill. He had changed so much, and he feared that his home would look different. He wasn’t the same person who had left; he had become stronger with the metal at his core forged in the crucible of the Crystal Towers, where every speck of respect had to be fought for.

Zedane slowed as he neared the wide arc of the entrance. No gate blocked his path, but the shimmer of blue showed shield magic in place. A single yosun angel stood in front of the shield, specks of sand coating her blue feathers.

Zedane stopped in front of the yosun.

You weren’t expected yet, she thought. Yosun didn’t have gender but Zedane had always thought of them as female. Their humanoid bodies were the same size as a man, though the wings folded behind their backs doubled their height. Their faces, covered in dark blue down, were also human in appearance though their expressions were inscrutable.

I came early, Zedane thought.

Your father, Lord Halcone, is presently away from Desert Palace.

He’ll be back soon, I’m sure. Can I enter?

You weren’t expected yet.

Yet you knew I was coming. The magic of the yosun, the way they thought, the way they saw the world, everything about them was different. Yosun looked at time differently than other races. For them, the present, past and future blurred together in a way humans couldn’t understand. Yosun had been part of his childhood, yet rarely had any stood in his way before. May I call you Avik?

She inclined her head. An acceptance.

Yosun didn’t have names but understood that humans preferred them, and Zedane had called them Avik. It wasn’t until Zedane was in his teens that he’d discovered that Avik wasn’t always the same yosun. They had little concept of individuality because all experiences were shared between them. Zedane had subsequently learned to tell them apart via the subtle difference in the patterns of their under-feathers, then realized the pointlessness in that. As a yosun would think: Avik is Avik.

Is there any reason why I should not enter? Zedane thought.

Her wings shifted outward, then fell back into place. Something might happen.

Something bad or good? Even as he articulated the thought, he realized it as a poor question.

Just something, she thought.

Yosun didn’t see the world in terms of good and bad. Like Mother Nature they were impartial. They saw no difference between the rainstorm that flooded a village and the one which rescued a town from drought.

“It’s my home.” Zedane spoke aloud for the first time. “Are you refusing me entry?” He made sure to imbue his voice with authority. Such things meant nothing to yosun, but authority was a habit—one he intended to fully embrace.

Avik leaned her head back, signaling no.

“I might as well enter in that case. No point staying out in the wind.” Surely Avik didn’t expect him to go back to the Crystal Towers, then return in a few days.

Avik inclined her head and unfurled her wings. A gust of wind lifted her up into the air, then she soared high over Zedane’s head. Avik’s under-feathers were a riot of yellows and reds.

Zedane followed her ascent and was shocked to see several more yosun circling above his head. Since Avik saw and felt what every other yosun experienced, there was no need for more than one to be in the same place. The only time Zedane had previously seen more than one in the same place was when they doubled up as Halcone guard detail, which was for ceremonial reasons.

The tinny sound of sand hitting the magical barrier disappeared and Zedane walked through the arch and into the main courtyard. He glanced up and was glad to see that Avik didn’t follow him. Had they changed so much since he’d last been in the palace?

Or was it what they saw in his future that had gotten them so disturbed? Zedane couldn’t imagine what that could be.

Chapter 2

The main courtyard was almost empty, which wasn’t surprising given that the winds were not strong enough to make the bridges dangerous, and for those entering and leaving the palace, portal points within the city were more commonly used than the one out in the desert.

Zedane lowered the faral wrap, then slowly spun around, taking in each tower in turn. When he’d been younger, he’d assumed that, as the Florassiv prince, he’d rule alongside Halcone in the Desert Palace when he came of age. His time in the Towers had taught him that it wouldn’t happen like that. It was difficult to earn higher status than someone who could defeat him in a magical duel.

Nevertheless, he intended to earn a position of power at the Desert Palace. Other things mattered beside magic. He was Tower-trained and of impeccable birth, and if he made the correct choices, then it wouldn’t come down to duels.

If he could maintain status via respect, contacts and birth, then there was no reason he couldn’t gain a seat on the high council at least. Part of his Tower training was in dueling, but another part—a more important part in Zedane’s mind—was learning how to convince others to lower their eyes to you without the need for a duel.

Zedane needed to wash off his travel stains and get his father’s tailor to make him clothes befitting a prince of the realm—looking the part was important—but first he wanted to fully savor his return, and there was only one place he could do that.

He lifted a crystal from his hip pocket, held it up so that light touched it, absorbed some of its store of magic, then pocketed it again. He didn’t absolutely need the extra magic—he was proud of his speed-magic endurance—but he didn’t want to be exhausted later that evening.

He sped up until everything around him became a blur, racing across the main courtyard, through several small courtyards before reaching the central tower. He slowed to push open the door, then accelerated again, staying to the outside of the spiral staircase, and keeping slow enough that he was confident he could avoid a collision.

He took the final flight of steps at normal speed. His mind wandered back to his time in the Towers. Zedane had lost more duels than he’d won, but it wasn’t because he was weak in magic—he was one of the strongest in his class in pure magical ability. It was just that he was strong in the lower magics.

Of the six magics available to humans, those who controlled the higher magics—energy and shield mages—were the ones who became rulers and leaders. Those attuned to intellectual magics—portal mages and thought mages—didn’t duel much because their value and status was unquestioned. They became magistrates and advisers. Zedane had been cursed to be strong only in the physical magics, good only to be soldiers or laborers in the eyes of some. The only thing worse was being a notan, someone with no magic at all.

The door in front of him led to his favorite place in the whole world, and when he was at his lowest while at the Towers, the memory of it had never failed to bring him comfort. Zedane had once counted all the steps to the top, and as he took the one thousand five hundred and thirty seventh and final step, he told himself to forget about the Towers. It was time to move on.

Zedane adjusted the faral wrap so it once again covered his whole face except for a narrow strip in front of his eyes, then he pushed open the door and walked out. The wind immediately snatched his robe, sending it billowing out behind him. Zedane stumbled backward, almost out of control. He grabbed the cloth and wrapped it close to his body, steadied himself, then let out a triumphant howl for no reason except he felt fully alive. He kept his sleeves low over his hands and turned his face away from the wind, then moved toward the southern end of the tower. The walls were low, and he stopped several paces from the edge, knowing not to get too close when the winds were strong.

Zedane gazed beyond the palace and out into the southern sands. Thousands of giant red dunes, shaped like toppling waves and furrowed by the wind, were spread out before him, disappearing into the horizon. Clouds of sand drifted across the surface. Joy ballooned up within him at the sight. It wasn’t something he could explain, but seeing the giant dunes reminded him of the immensity and beauty of the world and made his worries fall away. He felt renewed, stronger.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?”

Zedane’s head jerked around, surprised. Between the long ascent and the scouring winds, not many came all the way to the top. A girl with short black hair—her tattered and dirty cloak streaming out behind—stood close by. Zedane didn’t recognize her.

Her cloak suggested she was of a low status. To be sure, Zedane glanced down at the scrying ring. The small blue crystal didn’t glow, which meant she was a notan.

“Leave me,” Zedane said to her. He wanted longer to enjoy the moment without being bothered.

“Go choke on your faral wrap,” she said.

Zedane almost thought he must have misheard. In all his time in the Towers, no one so below him had insulted him. He lowered his faral wrap and rechecked his scrying ring to make sure she had no magical power. There was no mistake.

The notan brazenly glared at him. He had come back to the Desert Palace to gain a position of influence, and he didn’t intend to start off by being humiliated. “Lower your eyes,” he ordered.

“All you Tower-educated nobles think you own the world. Well, you don’t.”

Anger roared within Zedane. In the Tower, he’d been forced to lower his eyes to all the boys and girls more powerful than him. Sometimes, he’d even been forced to eat dirt or lick shoes clean when he’d been defeated in private duels. He’d come back home and wasn’t going to have his status lowered by some crazy notan on the very first day. He would make her respect him. He drew on both his speed and strength magic, dashed to her side and lifted her into the air by her tunic. “You will show me respect.”

“Or what?” She sneered at him.

He wasn’t going to abide it. He threw her from him. “You will—”

His voice cut off as he saw her arc toward the low wall on the edge of the tower. Her hands clawed at the air. No! I didn’t mean that. He drew on his magic and raced after her, skidding to a stop by the wall and reaching forward.

With both speed and strength magic raging through his body, all he needed was a fingerhold to catch her.

The tips of his fingers brushed her cloak, and he strained forward, grasping, but he just couldn't quite get purchase.

She fell.

Her mouth was open, her face contorted in a mixture of rage and terror, but she didn’t scream, didn’t make a sound. Her cloak billowed out below her, flapping violently. Her body touched the side of the tower, bouncing her outward, then she smashed to a stop, hitting the courtyard stones.

With the wind roaring in his ears, it was impossible for Zedane to hear noises down in the courtyard—it was much too far away. Which meant that he must have imagined the sickening thud when she landed.

People gathered around the fallen girl and pointed up at Zedane leaning over the edge. Zedane pulled himself back from the edge and into a sitting position against the wall, out of the wind.

Avik arrived, swooping down before several strong beats of her wings allowed her to touch down gently.

“You knew this was going to happen?” Zedane asked.

Avik’s tilted her head to the side. I knew it might happen.

“Why didn’t you stop it? Tell me not to climb the tower?”

To what purpose?

“She’d still be alive.”

You would have preferred not to kill her?

“Of course.”

You could have followed that path. Avik’s head tilted toward the edge of the tower. You chose a different one.

“I...” Yosun had no concept of emotions, so Zedane couldn’t explain the humiliation and rage that had driven him to act. Avik wouldn’t be able to understand, either, how much he regretted the instant of madness, and how he would give almost anything to take it back. But it was too late. “I will pay the family the price owed.” That she was a notan simplified matters. He hated himself for thinking this with her blood still seeping into the stones of the courtyard below, but it was true.

Avik leaned her head back. No. You are to be imprisoned.

“Imprisoned? For killing a notan?”

Avik inclined her head.

“In the dungeons?” Zedane stood. “What possible reason could there be for that?”

She’s not just any notan. She’s the High Lord’s daughter, Kae.

Of all the rotten luck. The High Lord, the greatest mage in the known world, famously had a notan daughter that he doted on. “How was I supposed to know?”

You could have waited until Halcone came back. Your father would have told you about Kae.

You’re saying it was my choice? Blasted Avik and her weird logic. “Can I be imprisoned in my room instead of the dungeons? Until Halcone returns?”

Avik’s head tilted one way, then the other. She seemed to be thinking, or perhaps communing with the other yosun. Finally she inclined her head.

Chapter 3

When the knock came, Zedane was sitting at his desk, using his knife to carve lines through his old wooden desk. “Enter,” he said. It seemed too soon for lunch, but after only a day locked up, he’d already lost his sense of time as well as most of his appetite.

“Leave it on the table,” he said without turning.

“Zedane.”

Halcone’s voice. Zedane sprang to his feet, turning. “You’re back.”

Halcone closed the door behind him. “I returned as soon as I heard.”

Zedane rushed to the doorway and threw his arms around his father. Halcone’s body stiffened. He didn’t return the embrace.

“This isn’t the way I expected us to meet,” Zedane said. A warm reunion was another thing that he had looked forward to. Another thing ruined.

“Why, son?” Halcone asked. “Why did you do it?”

Zedane turned away. He expected his father to be more worried about him than about the notan. “I didn’t mean for her to die. It wasn’t on purpose.”

Halcone sighed. “Kae was a wonderful girl. I had hoped...” His mouth twisted. “It seems a macabre thought now, but I was sure you’d be firm friends.”

“She’s a notan.” Everyone seemed to have forgotten the most important detail in the matter. Although Zedane regretted what he’d done, her status couldn’t be ignored.

“I feared sending you to the Towers, but I never thought you’d change this much.”

“I didn’t mea—”

“I’ve spoken with Belial Hothe. I know the details.” Belial Hothe, the chief magistrate, was the most powerful thought-mage in the palace. Via a meld with Zedane, he’d seen exactly what had happened, even registered Zedane’s emotions during the event. “I’d prefer to hear some regret rather than excuses.”

“She showed me no respect.”

“I should have kept you in the Palace, had Belial Hothe arrange your education.”

“I had to learn,” Zedane said. “I was too cosseted here.” As much as he’d hated his time in the Towers, it had been necessary, both in strengthening his magic and more importantly, preparing him for the world.”

“Cosseted.” Halcone expelled the word like a sigh. His knees buckled and he almost fell into a sitting position on the bed. “I wanted to protect you from the world, then I made the same mistake with Kae. I guess you aren’t the only one to blame. Come here.”

Zedane sat down on the bed and leaned against Halcone, who put an arm around Zedane’s shoulder and kissed him on the head.

“Do you know what my time in the Towers was like?” Halcone asked.

Zedane thought about how powerful Halcone was, especially with energy magic—he’d surely have won every duel. “I imagine it would have been pretty sweet for you.”

“I was a huge bully.”

“You?” Halcone was the wisest and most generous person Zedane knew.

“I’m afraid so. It took me a while to grow out of the brash young man who emerged from the Crystal Towers. When I did, I thought I could change things, make it better. The older I get, the more I learn how powerless one truly is.”

“If you are powerless, what are the rest of us?”

Halcone didn’t answer. He just clutched Zedane closer to him. After a brief silence, Zedane spoke again. “I guess there’s no way this can easily disappear.”

“Even if I wanted to, I can’t help you. The High Lord is on his way. He’ll be here soon and will meet with you tomorrow.”

“What will he want?” Zedane asked.

“What would any heartbroken and wronged father want? Satisfaction.”

“Vengeance?” Zedane asked.

“That often amounts to the same thing.”

“Can you do anything?” Zedane asked. If High Lord Relcarian was the most powerful person in the land, then Lord Halcone Florassiv was the second.

“I can do little. I won’t risk a second war between the Desert Palace and the Mountain Kingdom.”

“It couldn’t go that far, could it?”

“A Florassiv prince has killed a Relcarian princess while she was inside the Desert Palace. Centuries of war have begun over much less.”

“But...” Zedane stopped himself. She was just a notan, he’d been thinking, but Halcone didn’t think of her like that. And clearly the High Lord wouldn’t either.

“I’m expecting him soon.” Halcone stood and moved toward the window, then pointed. “There he is. He’s coming now.”

Zedane went to stand beside his father. He shivered when he saw the distant silhouette of an approaching dragon. “Why didn’t he just portal here?”

“He’s making an entrance,” Halcone said. “The world knows that a Florassiv prince killed the Relcarian princess. And the world will know that the High Lord rode his golden dragon to seek satisfaction.”

“So no chance a simple apology is going to satisfy him?”

Zedane didn’t need an answer and Halcone simply patted him on the back. “I’m sorry, son.”

Zedane watched the dragon soar ever closer. The giant wings flapped, black against the shimmering orange orb of the sinking sun, and fear clutched at Zedane’s chest. Death was coming for him on black wings.

Chapter 4

The next day when Avik arrived, Zedane was ready. He hadn’t slept but with time to think, he’d come up with a plan. Avik held open the door and waited for Zedane to walk past, then followed behind.

This is your fault, Zedane thought at her.

Fault, came the return thought. This means what?

Zedane knew better than to try and explain. If yosun didn’t understand a word, it meant that concept was something alien to their way of thinking. Since things were neither bad nor good, they just were, so how could there be fault? How could there be blame?

I see my upcoming death as a bad thing and wish you had tried to prevent it.

Death is inevitable for everyone. How can it be bad?

Zedane shrugged, deciding to give up. No one in history had won an argument with a yosun. He had more important things to win, namely, a duel. The High Lord had been accepted as the most powerful man for centuries, but when had he last been tested? Zedane had taken part in many duels over the last few years, and he sometimes won against the odds.

The odds were certainly against him today, but winning first required belief. That had been one of his dueling instructors' maxims. In the Crystal Towers, they liked maxims. Taking wisdom and distilling it to its simplest form.

At the entrance to the Diamond courtyard, Zedane’s step faltered. A dragon lay before him, its golden scales glittering in the sunlight.

Fear choked at his throat. He had rarely seen a dragon and certainly never one as big. He glanced back at Avik. She raised a wing, gesturing for him to continue around the dragon.

Perhaps it is sleeping. Zedane stayed as far to the edge of the courtyard as he could. The dragon’s tail was wrapped around itself and its head lay on top of the end of it with its eyes closed. Zedane’s legs sped up involuntarily, wanting to get far away from the dragon as quickly as possible.

Its eyes opened and the dragon’s head snaked upward. Zedane froze as the head stopped in front of him, turning it so its eye, the size of a wagon wheel, stared straight into Zedane’s face. The pupils of those eyes slitted, the golden irises elongating into ovals. Zedane had earlier seen death in the shadowed wings and he now saw death in those golden eyes. He wasn’t powerful enough in energy or shield magic to prevent the dragon’s flame from burning him to a crisp.

A pain stabbed into Zedane’s head, and he fell to the ground, screaming.

Then the pain was gone, but his thoughts were not his own. He saw a young girl standing in front of him. It was Kae, the High Lord’s daughter, and she was a child, maybe eight years old. Other than the High Lord, no other human had ever dared approach the dragon so closely uninvited. Kae came nearer. She climbed up on its leg and attempted to scale its back. The dragon shook her off, and she tumbled to the ground. She dusted herself off, grinned up at it. “I will ride you one day,” she said.

I planned to let her. Now she never will. The thoughts blasted across Zedane’s mind.

The remembrances in Zedane’s head shifted, and his own memory rose to the forefront of his mind. The dragon was still in his head though.

Zedane saw the fierce glare in Kae's eyes as he held her aloft in his fist. Even knowing she was powerless before him, she refused to submit even the slightest. Then Zedane watched Kae’s arms spiraling backward as she fell away from his outstretched hand, her brown cloak billowing in the wind.

The dragon pulled away, settling its head on its front feet, and the vivid memories faded. Zedane took a few calming breaths, then looked behind at Avik. Aren’t you supposed to be guiding me to the throne room?

I am. Avik pointed with her wing. The doors are over there.

Shouldn’t that include protecting me?

You are still alive.

Zedane grunted and got back to his feet. Some good you are. He continued past the dragon, who this time didn’t move to stop him.

Zedane knew that dragons communicated via thoughts, but he hadn’t realized that they could break into a mind so brutally. Though, he guessed, considering a dragon could brutalize him in much more permanent ways, perhaps he was getting off lightly. It was clear the dragon was another who had loved the notan.

Zedane still didn’t know Kae, would never know her, but he was beginning to understand how she had gained the love of Halcone in such a short time. And why her father came so swiftly avenge her. Perhaps she was someone who could have become a friend to him, as his father had wanted, if he hadn’t been so stupid. He could only hope he met his own death with the same fierce glare of defiance in his eyes.

He shook his head. Not today. He wasn’t going to die—he was going to win.

Chapter 5

At the doors to the throne room, Zedane glanced behind, hoping for some encouragement from Avik, but she had disappeared.

He was on his own. Just him and the plan he’d dreamed up last night—a plan that seemed much more foolish in daylight. Zedane sunk both hands into either pocket and pulled out two crystals. One was blue and the size and shape of a sparrow egg, the other reddish and similarly sized though more irregular.

As the sunlight touched the crystals, magic flowed, and he allowed it to fill him. He absorbed as much magic as he could hold, then returned the crystals to his pockets and shoved open the doors. Halcone sat on the throne with a yosun on either side of him. The High Lord, standing in front of Halcone, turned to watch Zedane enter.

Zedane didn’t hesitate. He dashed around the side of the chamber, spitting out a series of blue flames which shot toward the High Lord. Although his energy magic was weak, he could accomplish that much.

The High Lord would either want to duel or order Zedane executed, and Zedane didn’t intend to go down without a fight. Instead, he would take the initiative and attack before the High Lord had a chance to prepare.

Halcone and the two yosun instantly disappeared, and the three of them reappeared on a balcony high above the throne room. The yosun, naturally, would have known that Zedane might attack without warning and been ready for that.

Zedane sped all the way around to the front of the throne room where he had a better view of the High Lord. Despite being several hundred years old, his face was unlined. A large gold ring pierced his right ear. A crimson cloak flowed around his shoulders, flaring out behind him where it touched the ground. His black hair was pulled tight and knotted into a bun at the base of his head. An indication, if any was needed, that the High Lord had arrived intending to duel.

The blue flames fizzled out as they touched a shield in front of the High Lord. Zedane had expected that; they were meant as a distraction. He knew he wasn’t going to win with energy magic.

Zedane fired another two blue flames, aiming these high so they arched up above the High Lord’s head. Zedane then charged straight at the High Lord, using all his speed. From previous duels, Zedane knew that, against those powerful with shield and energy magic, he needed to get close fast.

The High Lord didn’t even glance upward. He waved his arm in a wide arc and Zedane crashed straight into an invisible wall, rebounding hard. The moment Zedane hit the ground, he scrambled backward. Dizzy, he only barely managed to hold his balance. His breath came in sharp gasps and pain spiked through his side. The blue flames he’d fired hit a shield above the High Lord’s head and fizzled out like the other energy magic he’d used.

“Did you think to fool me with a child’s trick, boy?” The High Lord strode forward.

Zedane wobbled as he backed away, his hand touching the side of his face. He blinked hard, trying to force the wooziness out of his head.

“Do you think right is on your side in this duel?” the High Lord asked. “Do you think you deserve to escape punishment for killing an innocent child?”

Zedane knew not to engage the High Lord. From experience, those who goaded their opponents lost more often than not unless they provoked a reaction. Words were a distraction. Zedane scanned the throne room, looking for something he could use. He needed to figure out how to leverage his strength and his speed. To gain time, he sped away, arcing back toward the entrance. His legs tangled under him and he went crashing into the ground. Skin ripped from his forearms as he skidded across the floor. The High Lord must have tripped him up with a low invisible barrier. Zedane had never seen that used before in a duel. He stood, but before he got fully upright, he was knocked to his left, then hit again from the other side.

The High Lord’s control of his shield magic was incredible, creating invisible clubs that slashed at him from all angles. Zedane tried to use his speed to get away, but it just caused it to hurt even more when he crashed into a barrier. He tried his shield magic, but the strikes from the High Lord’s magic bashed straight through his shields as if they weren’t there.

Zedane battled on until his body gave out on him and collapsed to the floor. He looked up to see the High Lord standing several paces in front of him.

“How did Kae feel when you used your magic on her?” the High Lord asked. “Was she powerless before you? Did you want to squash her like a bug?”

Zedane tried to get up, fell, then he rose again. Pain stabbed through his chest with every breath, and he was seeing double. He shook his head to clear it. The magic that had surged through him earlier had faded to a trickle. He wasn’t ready to give up yet though. The High Lord’s pride could be his downfall. Zedane had seen it before: the powerful magic user who goaded his weakened opponent and ultimately lost.

He saw the throne over to his left and sped toward it, grabbing its armrest and—only half-pretending—leaned on it to keep him upright. The High Lord, his hands folded behind his back, walked after Zedane, his crimson cloak flowing along the ground behind him.

“I went up to the top of that tower,” the High Lord said. “I dropped Kae’s childhood doll over the edge and counted the number of heartbeats it took until it smashed to the ground. For six heartbeats Kae fell. Six heartbeats in which she knew she was going to die. Did you wonder what she was thinking in those moments? Did she feel despair? Sorrow? Hatred? Was she seeing your ugly face, or remembering happier times?”

Zedane, barely able to stand, waited until the High Lord was just ten paces away, then he summoned the remains of his magic, the remains of his willpower, the remains of his strength. He lifted the throne and threw it.

It flew true, straight at the High Lord. A spark of hope flared within Zedane, then the High Lord dashed to the side so the throne missed him. He then reached out, used his strength to grab the throne and placed it gently on the floor.

Zedane realized that he was a bug trying to defeat a giant. He’d never had the slightest chance. The High Lord lifted a hand and a wall of red energy magic sprung into being above Zedane’s head. “Kneel,” he said.

Zedane wobbled, sweat trickling down his forehead as heat beat at him.

“Kneel,” the High Lord repeated, and the wall of energy lowered further.

Zedane fell to his knees, lowering his gaze to the floor.

The High Lord reached down to a pouch at his belt and pulled out a necklace. He threw it to the ground at Zedane’s feet. “Put that on.”

The necklace had three dark crystals folded into gold threads. A ketac. Zedane had seen criminals wearing them and he knew what they did: they shielded the wearer from using magic.

Zedane felt empty. Empty of magic, empty of strength, empty of hope. He had lost. He reached down, picked up the necklace and clasped it around his neck.

The High Lord let his energy magic dissipate and turned to look up at Halcone on the balcony. “I will take him back to the Mountain Kingdom for execution.”

Chapter 6

Halcone nodded at the yosun to his right, then all three of them disappeared, then reappeared in front of the throne. Halcone sat. The throne was misplaced, facing at an angle toward its own plinth, and a crack ran through the paving stone beneath it.

“You are a smaller man than I thought,” Halcone said.

“Do not anger me. Not now,” the High Lord replied. “The boy deserves no less.”

“So it’s wholly his fault?” Halcone asked.

“Are you going to deny it? We both heard the magistrate’s report. With little provocation, he shoved her to her death.”

“If not him, then someone else would have.”

Zedane shifted on his knees. He hadn’t expected Halcone to defend him.

The High Lord’s eyes narrowed and he took a step closer to Halcone. The yosun on either side moved in closer to the throne. “I sent her here because you promised me you would keep her safe with your new laws. I would think that you’d prefer to blame the boy rather than yourself.”

“I promised nothing. I said I would try.” Halcone didn’t flinch away from the High Lord’s glare. “I find fault with the boy, I find fault with myself and I find fault with you.”

“Me?” The High Lord’s back straightened and he seemed to grow taller. “I was in another part of the world.”

“You just want to dodge responsibility.”

A heavy stillness hung in the air as the two rulers stared at each other, neither willing to lower their eyes before the other. Zedane had thought Halcone was desperate to avoid antagonizing the High Lord; instead, he seemed ready to provoke war. “Father, you don’t have to do this. I accept my fate,” Zedane said. Bad enough that he was responsible for Kae’s death, he didn’t want to be the cause of a war that would kill countless thousands more.

Halcone raised his palm toward Zedane and gave a slight shake of his head.

“You better explain yourself, old friend.” The High Lord’s voice was low, like the rumble of a distant thunderstorm. “I arrived angry. I don’t think either of us wants me to leave angrier.”

“You raised Kae to be proud,” Halcone said. “Even when you found out that she was a notan, you never tried to rein her in.”

The High Lord shook his head. “I could not. You know what she was like. She wasn’t someone who could be broken.”

“She was spirited and strong and it made her wonderful.” Halcone smiled, his eyes glazing over. “And I truly tried. It wasn’t just for her, I have always felt that magic ruled us more than it should. In the Desert Palace, we have always been less swayed by magical ability than elsewhere. That’s why you sent her here rather than keep her in your own kingdom. You knew what would eventually happen when she challenged the wrong person. Didn’t you?”

The High Lord glared.

“Killing Kae inside the Mountain Kingdom wouldn’t have even been a crime,” Halcone continued. “When I agreed to take Kae on, I adjusted our laws, and tried to change mindsets. It worked to some degree, but I knew the dam would burst at some stage. I never thought it would be my son, but something was going to happen. It was inevitable.”

“Are you saying I should have forced her to lower her eyes to every half-wit with a shred of magical ability?” the High Lord demanded.

“No. You did right by her. Let her soar but accept that it wouldn’t last forever. She wasn’t stupid. She saw how other notans held themselves around others. She knew what she had to do to ensure survival. Instead, she chose to be herself, spirited and bold, accepting the risk.”

The High Lord turned away. “So what do you want? You ask for mercy for your son? Is that it?”

“That’s not what I’m looking for,” Halcone replied. “Perhaps you’ll see what Zedane did differently when you think of Kae’s early death as inevitable, however, even I’m not sure he deserves mercy. What I want is the possibility of a dignified and long life for notans.”

“How?”

Zedane knees hurt and his shoulders swayed with exhaustion, but he didn’t dare rise. He wasn’t sure what his father was asking for. Notans would always be subjugated before those with magic. Just as sentient beings were above animals, those with power were above those without. It was the way of the world.

“We two are the most powerful people in the land,” Halcone said. “If both of us tried to ensure that those without power were punished for hurting or enslaving notans, we could make a difference.”

Zedane looked up. “Those who rule the Crystal Towers would never agree.”

Both Halcone and the High Lord turned toward Zedane, and he lowered his eyes, regretting having spoken.

“It’s true,” the High Lord said. “I have little influence there. And they produce a new crop of nobility like your son each year.”

Halcone nodded. “Since Kae joined me, I have thought much on the subject. Even if a few of us enforced our will on others for a while, when we passed on things would go back to the way they were. Those with power will reign over those without. It’s human nature. I have thought of a way though.”

“Go on,” the High Lord said.

“If we cannot live with notans in harmony, then we must be separated from them. Beyond the western mountains, there is a sparsely populated region. I was thinking that could be set aside for notans.”

“Sparsely populated because the dragons keep it for themselves,” the High Lord said.

“The dragons have other territory. But, of course, they would have to agree. And we would have to form a barrier that none could cross. It would only take a few powerful magic users to ruin the concept.”

“What kind of barrier?”

“The kind of barrier that only the most powerful shield-mage the world has ever known would be able to create.”

“You mean me.” The High Lord frowned. “A permanent shield that size. Not even I could create that.”

The two yosun spread their wings. They rose slowly into the air without flapping, magic rather than air supporting their weight. Their under-feathers, splashed with bright reds and yellows, stood out prominently.

The barrier is possible, came the thought. We will help.

Zedane stared in shock. He had never known yosun to show initiative like that. And though each one spoke for their whole race, he had never known any to use the pronoun “we”.

Halcone’s and the High Lord’s shocked faces mirrored Zedane’s.

“If the yosun says something is possible, then that means it is,” the High Lord said thoughtfully.

“Why would you help?” Halcone asked the yosun.

The two yosun turned to look to each other before facing forward again. It is something good.

Something good. The words echoed in Zedane’s mind and a shiver ran down his spine. He’d thought the yosun couldn’t understand the concept of good or bad.

The two yosun descended and tucked their wings behind them, standing expressionless once more on either side of the throne as if they hadn’t made any intervention.

“Even if possible, it would take the rest of my life and all of my energy to achieve something like that,” the High Lord said.

“You have to ask yourself how much you loved Kae,” Halcone said. “Did you love her enough to get your satisfaction by killing this boy here? Or did you love her enough to dedicate your life to achieving something great in her name.”

The High Lord scowled at Halcone. “Do not try to manipulate me. As for the boy...” He walked to stand in front of Zedane. “Regardless of this barrier, he must be dealt with.” He squatted down, grabbed Zedane’s chin and raised it. “Look at me. What do you have to say?”

Zedane kept his eyes aimed below the High Lord’s face. “I’m sorry.”

“Sorry that she turned out to be my daughter?” the High Lord demanded.

“I’m sorry I didn’t get a chance to know Kae. I’ve since learned what a loss that was. I’m sorry that the Crystal Towers changed me into a person who would do such a thing.”

The High Lord shoved Zedane’s chin away, forcing his face to the side. “You still blame others. It was your hand that killed her.”

Zedane found a spark of spirit and finally looked the High Lord in the eyes. “I am the person I was born. I am also the person I was made.”

“It’s true,” Halcone said. “It’s his fault, but not just his fault.”

“What sentence do you deserve?” the High Lord asked.

Zedane’s head fell to his chest. He remembered Kae’s fierce gaze as she’d first defied him on top of the tower. And the memory the dragon had given him of a little girl who’d been unafraid even of a dragon. He felt sure that the sight of her falling away from him, her cloak billowing out would be his last memory. “To die,” he muttered.

“What was that?” the High Lord asked.

“Death. I deserve death for what I did.”

Chapter 7

Zedane closed his eyes and waited for a killing blow, but it never came. Instead the High Lord shoved Zedane backward and made a disgusted sound in the back of his throat. Zedane opened his eyes again.

“I came here to give you that death you deserve, but Halcone’s got in my head about it being everyone’s bloody fault. I can’t kill everyone who had a hand in it. Maybe...” The High Lord turned toward Halcone. “Is there a way to seal the ketac so it can never be opened?”

Halcone glanced at the yosun on his right, who inclined her head, then moved across and touched the ketac.

This will never be opened while he lives, she thought.

Zedane shivered. Yosun could see the future so if one made such a declaration, it meant he had become a notan for life.

The High Lord gave a sharp nod, then turned and walked away.

“Grell, old friend, about the barrier?” Halcone called after him.

“I will discuss the idea with the dragons,” the High Lord said, and he was gone.

“Stand, son,” Halcone said to Zedane.

Zedane put one hand on the ground and pushed himself onto one foot, then straightened. His knees creaked and he felt like an old man.

“What do you think of your sentence?”

Zedane remembered all the humiliations he faced while at the Crystal Towers. That had been when he’d had his magic ability. To live his life as a notan. “Death would be easier. Maybe be better.” He’d been raised as a prince, wanting for nothing; he didn’t know how he would survive as a notan.

“It will be difficult,” Halcone agreed. “Come here.” Zedane stumbled forward. As pain flared up throughout his body, he almost cried out. Halcone stood, wrapped his arms around Zedane, and held him close.

Zedane allowed his legs to slump and Halcone supported him. He felt a release and sobs exploded out of him. He wasn’t sure whether he was crying over the past, the present or the future. All three, probably. When the violence of his initial sobs reduced to a soft weeping, Halcone took him by the shoulders and held him away from him. “Dry your eyes, son.”

Zedane ran his sleeve across his face. As he did so, the back of his hand touched the ketac, and he fingered the dark green crystals. “So this will never come off?”

Halcone shook his head. “You will have to learn to live with it. In addition,” Halcone reached up to touch Zedane’s face, “I also have to sentence you. In killing the High Lord’s daughter, you broke our laws.”

“They were new laws,” Zedane protested. “I never knew about them.”

“Nevertheless. I have never held myself or my family above the law,” Halcone said. “I declare you exiled from the lands ruled from the Desert Palace and strip you of the Florassiv name, titles and properties.”

Zedane’s mouth opened in shock. “No.” He had imagined being a notan in the Desert Palace where people knew who he was. If he was banished to other parts of the world... “Please don’t. I won’t be able to bear—”

“You still have a chance to make something of your life. That is more than Kae had.”

That was true, but Zedane had to try one more time. “I am your son. Does that mean nothing?”

“Unfortunately for both you and Kae, blood means little in our world. Magical ability means everything.”

THE END

* * *
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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.”

The Silver Portal – 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.

The Silver Portal – 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.

The Silver Portal – 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.

The Silver Portal – 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.

* * *

To continue reading, pick up a copy of The Silver Portal on Amazon. Book 2, The Black Bearer, is expected in mid/late 2017. To learn more about the series, click here.
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